The Bridge
Volume 1

Number 3

Article 14

1979

Full Issue

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
(1979) "Full Issue," The Bridge: Vol. 1: No. 3, Article 14.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol1/iss3/14

This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Number Three 1979

THE BRIDGE

Journal of the
Danish American Heritage Society

A GREAT MANY AMERICANS are becoming aware of a need to
perpetuate their cultural heritage. Efforts by early immigrants to
blend into American society created a melting pot, often without
emphasis on cultural traditions. Second, third, and fourth
generation Americans of Danish and other ethnic descent recently
have discovered an interest in their intellectual, cultural, and social
heritage and are determined, at least in part, to retain it.

DANISH AMERICANS have a unique opportunity to
participate in two cultures. Yet, because of a rapid blending into
American society, few enjoy the completeness of this dual heritage
of Danish and American traditions. Fortunately, however, many
individuals from the present generation have discovered that their
interest in Danish culture is shared by others.

DANISH AMERICANS should understand the significance of
preserving the history found in the records and artifacts of Danish
immigrants. This history reflects the ideals, capabilities, and
traditions brought to the New World. Here it was blended with
contributions from immigrants of other nationalities into
contemporary American life. It is important that Americans who
have an interest in the Danish cultural contribution to the United
States make an effort to preserve those customs and historical
artifacts for future generations.

Editorial Statement
This third issue of The Bridge contains a variety of
material, all of which we believe has special merit, though
the reasons for including it may differ from article to article.
All of it, we think, is in harmony with the expressed goals and
objectives of the Danish American Heritage Society.
Inga Wiehl's article should give pleasure to those acquainted with the writings of Johannes V. Jensen, and those
who are fans of Walt Whitman will find the article appealing
and revealing. Marion Marzolf writes about the work of the
Danes Worldwide Archives in Aalborg, Denmark. Inger Bladt,
curator of the Archives, writes to DAHS that Professor
Marzolf is probably the person among researchers who has
best knowledge of this archival material.
Otto Larsen blends some background in contemporary
sociological research and personal history in his keynote
address to the Pacific Northwest Cultural Conference which
we present here. Johannes Knudsen has again given us an
article which also serves as a stimulus to our thinking about
Danish heritage.
In seeking an appropriate and pleasing way to introduce
contemporary Denmark, we present two poems by one of
Denmark's modern poets, Hendrik Nordbrandt, translated by
Nadia Christensen.
Dagmar Potholm Petersen's reminiscences of her father
leave us the impression that there is still more about this
interesting Danish American that should be made available to
those interested in Danish immigrant history. We offer in this
issue the first selection of translations of the Feilberg letters
by Jorgen Dahlie. As we explore and study the lives and
experiences of Danish immigrants to this continent, it is
hoped that these letters will lead to the exposure of similar
material that has not yet been made part of the record. In
conclusion, we are delighted to Ie·ave you with Nanna
Mortensen's -translation of one of Enok Mortensen's short
stories. The story first appeared in Dansk Nytaar in 1960 with
the title Vandrer Uden Tornyster.
We believe that this issue of The Bridge is another
indication of the growth and success of the Danish American
Heritage Society. It is the second issue of The Bridge this year
and we have now managed to achieve our modified goal of
publishing a journal semi-annually.
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Editorial Policy: Our guidelines will come from experience,
observing what others are doing, and most importantly,
responses from the membership. Emphasizing that we do not
have a formal policy to be adhered to by all contributors, the
following general statements are meant as suggestions and
will be adjusted as the circumstances indicate they need to
be modified.
The editor relies heavily on the judgments and recommendations of the reviewers and referees, although he is
not bound by them.
Articles for The Bridge should be 3,000-6,000 words in
length, however, shorter articles will not be excluded,
per se.
Both scholarly and popular articles, as well as memoirs
and reminiscenses, are encouraged.
Reviews of articles and books should contain pertinent
bibliographic information which would enable readers to
find the material being reviewed.
Contributors should submit a biographical statement of
100-200 words from which a brief identifying paragraph
cou Id be written .
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Johannes V. Jensen's
Discovery of America
By Inga Wiehl

If I were offered another life in Chicago, I would take it. I
would try out the monster one more time and write a
light, frivolous thing which I would call "Happiness in
Chicago."1
Johannes V. Jensen, the most influential Danish writer of
the century and Nobel prize winner, chose to live his life in
Denmark; yet it is entirely conceivable that given two, he
would have spent one in this country. He is rightly acclaimed
among his contemporaries as the first Danish writer to have
pointed the way westward. His writings show the influence of
America and her people as well as of American writers,
notably Walt Whitman.
Born in Himmerland in 1873, Jensen graduated from
Viborg in 1893 and arrived in Copenhagen determined to
study medicine. To that purpose his father, a poor veterinarian in Fars95, had furnished him with eighty crowns and no
promise of more. Sheer need made him accept the job of
writing serial novels for Revuen, an "illustrated family magazine," which paid him forty-five crowns a month for a murder
per installment. At the same time, he was writing poetry and
serious novels.. Danskere was published in 1896 and Einar
Elk~r in 1898. Both works are autobiographical and speak of
a young man out of tune with the world. Copenhagen is a
disappointment. People are caught up in the general apathy
of the decade. The political life lacks conviction, and the
leading literary movement, Symbolism, which had challenged
the Naturalism and Realism of the two previous decades by
its emphasis on the imagination, had led to self contemplation and ultimate frustration. Buris of Danskere typefies the
young man in Danish literature of the time: overly sensitive
and disillusioned with the world and its people, notably
women, he is destined to suffer. He yearns for a world of
beauty which does not exist, and he ends up fatigued and
unable to assimilate the world of his dream with that of
realtiy.
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Jensen shares Buris' disappointment with the world and
feels his general disgust with everything; but he is different in
one important way: he sees a possible escape from the
society of decadence and a means of gaining a perspective
for survival. He reasons that the inspiration which is needed
to save him and his generation must come from the outside,
and it occurs to him that only by embracing the world "from
pole to pole" ~ould he make life worthwhile. His desire for
direction and commitment is so strong that as soon as he
receives his royalties for Danskere, he goes in active pursuit
of the world. "Like a gambler who is staking hs fortune on a
single throw," he buys a ticket for New York.
Taking a journey means following a well established tradition. For years Danish poets had been travelling in search of
inspiration, but always south, to Germany, France, Italy.
Jensen will discover the West. He will open up a whole new
world for himself and his countrymen; a world of individual
growth and literary inspiration. Forty years later, in 1939, he
attempts an account of his motives for seeking a place as
foreign to a Danish writer as New York at a time when
travelling to America was like "venturing out on a drifting ice
floe."
Why did it have to be America at a time when our
literature was pointing in an entirely different direction
and when most of our young artists were going to Italy, as
they had since the time of Thorvaldsen. Why didn't I go
to Paris, which was the latest rage? Well, there was something in the air, like the large birds that are seen by the
hunters flying over distant fields. And there was something
to America. Everybody can see that now.2
Jensen visits America four times between 1898 and 1939. Of
these trips the second, which takes place from 1902 to 1903
and includes a brief stay in San Francisco and a winter in
Chicago, is by far the most significant.
What he hopes to gain from the journey is the power to
assimilate his yearnings. Not explicitly stated, they are definable by the nature of his literary production as a longing for
the land of his childhood and a desire to embrace the here
and now, the everyday with its "limitless possibilities and
unmeasured resources." By now Jensen has given up his
studies of medicine and become a full time writer. In Den
Gotiske Renaissance, 1898, he has declared himself a "spokes-
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man for re·ality," the pursuit of which he will undertake
"outside Denmark's borders." At the same time, 1898 and
190(}1901, Himmerlandsfolk and Kongens Fald reveal his ·deep
rooted love of Himmerland and the lost land of his childhood. They show that as he announces the wonders of reality
that he is determined to see, and as he proclaims himself a
representative of the modern spirit, the city and what it
represents, he at the same time experiences a longing for
home as keen as his longing for a new world. How to
accommodate the values of childhood to the world of industrialism, the past to the present, how to assimilate the
dreamed world with the real one, the man of reflection with
the man of action - that is the question and the task he sets
for himself when in 1902 he embarks on a journey around the
world. In Chicago he finds the answer; and therein lies the
significance of Jensen's relationship with America.
He arrives in San Francisco on October 25, 1902 and from
there he journeys to Chicago where he stays till the spring of
1903. Relatively little is known about his stay. It appears he
avoided close personal relationships with other Danes in the
city; nor does he follow Bj9Srnson's and Hamsun's examples of
lecturing to his fellow countrymen. The only factual information regarding his activities is a caption appearing below in
picture . of the author in Den Danske Pioneer announcing the
opening of a play Trods to be performed on February 1, 1902:
Above is a picture of the fine Danish author and journalist Johannes V. Jensen, who is currently in America. Mr.
Jensen has written several books which unfortunately are
not very well known among Danes over here. At home,
however, his books have created quite a stir in certain
academic circles. The readers of the Pioneer will be
familiar with him through his "Julehilsen" and Paa
Tigerjagt, currently published in this newspaper. As you
will know, a play, Trods, written and directed by Mr.
Jensen will be presented in Chicago this Sunday evening)
The combined introduction and announcement is followed
one week later, Thursday, February 5, by a devastating
critique of the play: notwithstanding the fact that the author
himself had directed the performance, Trods was a total
fiasco. Although the audience had appeared interested, they
had shown very little understanding. The actors, who in their
performances might have aided the interpretation of the play,
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had totally misunderstood their roles and thereby contributed
to the general confusion among the audience, who, in turn,
reacted in complete opposition to the author's intention.
"Even though Mr. Boas (the leading actor) has the marvellous
gift of being able to play Holberg so that people believe it to
be Oehlenschl~ger, he should show some consideration for
the living young author."4
Without offering any personal opinion as to the merits of
the play - or the lack of them - the reviewer concludes his
article expressing his regret at the lack of literary interest
among the Danes. "The new literature at home has not yet
gained a foothold here. Understanding is lacking. We see
nothing - and we read too little". After this appraisal of the
Danish author, only his sympathy for Jensen as a young
author prompts him to express the hope that the contemplated publication of the play will be more successful than
the performance had been. Trods, which opened on February
1, closed the same night.
Similarly, Paa Tigerjagt, Jensen's serial novel of which the
Pioneer had carried the first installment on January 22, is
discontinued on February 5, the day of the review,
notwithstanding the usual "continued" following the last
paragraph. Jensen had severed his connections with the
paper. His last publication during his stay in America is a
short story, "Guldgraveren," printed in Omaha, Nebraska
immediately prior to his departure for Denmark.
On the surface, Jensen's stay in Chicago would appear to
have been a disappointment. Certainly the fiasco of Trods and
the unfinished Paa Tigerjagt suggest that. And yet that winter
in Chicago is crucial to his growth as an individual as well as
a writer; all his subsequent writing is evidence of that. The
Chicago environment, including its people, and the American
poet Walt Whitman are the exterior forces which in
combination with Jensen's attitude of readiness accomplish
the expanded view of reality with which he returns to
Denmark.
A clue to Jensen's attitude may be found in the theme
which according to his publications on American soil
occupied him during his winter in Chicago: the strength and
weakness of defiance. The main character of Trods presents
the negative aspect of that quality, spitefulness. In spite, Cecil
marries a man she does not love, a drunkard and a rowdy. In
8

less than two years they lay waste everything they own.
Unable to come to terms with her loveless life, she remains
proud and unyielding and ruins her life in the process. An
equally stubborn heart prevents Lavst Eriksen, the returning
emigrant in "Guldgraveren," from establishing a much desired
relationship with his son. Lavst is unwilling to let it be known
whether he has come back with enough money to support
himself. His son will not ask directly, and Lavst will not tell.
They remain strangers, and Lavst returns to America lonelier
than before. Both Cecil and Lavst suffer the fate of those who
will not or cannot come to terms with reality.
For the most part, Jensen considers defiance a positive
quality leading to self-discovery and its corollary: artistic
creativity. His "Julehilsen" is interesting because of its ambivalent feeling of pride in the accomplishments of the
Danish immigrants in America and of homesickness for
Denmark, a sense of nostalgia on the part of the writer never
openly acknowledged. The essay speaks with the voice of the
poet who in his delight and relief at leaving his country to
seek his identity and happiness abroad forgot that he left
behind his childhood and early youth, both of which are
integral parts of his future self, "The never silenced tone" of
his soul. Here the longing out that sent him on the journey
around the world meets with the longing for home; it is the
ever present dichotomy of the emigrant, the resolution of
which is his constant challenge.
Jensen meets the challenge in Hjulet, the novel he wrote
on his return to Copenhagen and published as a serial in
Politiken in 1905. It is the most eloquent expression of his
concept of America and her role in his development. Its
Chicago setting shows the splendid defiance observed by the
author in the city's struggle against the cold. That city has
formed the character of Lee, the protagonist of Hjulet and the
first of Jensen's heroes to combine the qualities of dreamer
and doer, the first to direct his creativity to the tasks of the
everyday.
Lee is the young American of Nordic heritage who
struggles for a philosophy worthy of modern progress. He has
lost none of the idealism and sensitivity that characterize
Jensen's earlier heroes. Even Cancer, the destructive, parasitic
force in the novel, is t_
h e recipie~t of Lee's emotional
generosity. He exploits Lee; and when the latter nontheless
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emerges the victor, it is due to the influence of the Chicago
environment. Lee loves the city of speed and efficiency and
feels a part of the Wheel, the technology, that "created the
day and made life possible in that stony camp of a city in the
middle of the prairie." 5 He considers his own strength as
being in direct relation to the energy of Chicago, which has
earned her disti_n ction in the struggle with the cold and the
dark.
The fact the city stood there like one large highly
developed and complex machine was witness of a feat
accomplished under adverse and harsh conditions. This
accomplishment implied an inviolable proprietorship
which he felt obliged to maintain and defend.6
Sheer living, Lee realizes, is dangerous; yet the cold generates
energy to form the interlocking components of the Wheel,
symbol of progress and the new world.
The conflict in the novel is-· between Lee, the creative
thinker and doer, and Cancer, the power hungry sybarite. He
wants to control and manipulate the masses of Chicago, i.e.
stop the Wheel, by his "new religion."
... if we stop the Wheel, Lee, do you have any idea of
what we could do then? Oh, we could raise the pitch of
Chicago to the limits of the universe, or we would force
them to eat their way through the ground right down to
hottest Hell - - that is what we could do.7
For the formulation of his program, he needs Lee like a
parasite needs a host. Allowing Cancer to succeed, Lee
realizes, would mean allowing a total destruction of the
everyday he loves. It would make him a traitor to the city
whose champion he is, an outsider unworthy of his society.
Cancer ultimately succeeds in destroying Lee's unalloyed
idealism but not his will to live in accordance with his world:
.. . even though he would have to give up what he
had called his philosophy of life because that had been
poisoned and abused, it did not mean that everything was
lost. He was still alive. He could yet afford another
Atlantis on earth, another discovery of a rich America, the
whole world in shimmering freshness, once more a new
world, the one we are living in.8
The world Lee - alias Jensen - has chosen is that of the
modern industrialized Chicago; it is the world of the existentialist in which man "has to move things around with his
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hands till they assume the shape he wants to recognize." Lee
has had to relinquish some of his ideals; yet he can still
afford a new world because love of life fuels his defiance and
sense of responsibility.
Jensen's ability at this point to formulate and resolve a
conflict which must be considered existential is due to the
influence of the American and, more particularly, the Chicago
environment. Here he has come to realize that cold generates
energy which in turn sustains the defiance and sense of
responsibility necessary to maintain the everyday, "at holde
verden oppe."
Lee chooses to become a businessman rather than a poet.
Yet it would be unfair to think that the American environment to Jensen suggested only facts. Quite the contrary is
true. The American reality was rich enough to encompass his
poetic imagination. Hjulet itself is a piece of fiction, and "Paa
Memphis Station" and "Potowatomi's Datter," a poem and a
"Myte" published one and two years respectively after the
novel, show a world which despite its commonness at times
reveals itself in all the fascination and beauty of a fairy tale.
These wonders are covered for the unobserving eye and
closed mind but open to the poet who has come to realize
that the world itself holds eternity in its core.
Furthermore, Jensen's acknowledged influence of Walt
Whitman on his prose shows an artistic rather than a purely
factual indebtedness, a literary rather than a merely environmental influence. His enthusiasm for Leaves of Grass is understandable in terms of its animating principle of democracy
and its spirit of the genious of humanity which the Danish
writer had found wanting at home but richly evidenced in
America.
Jensen's formulation of Whitman's teachings, "express your
own age in the language of your own time," directs the
search for influence to his prose rather than his poetry,
especially since Jensen himself denies any influence on the
latter: "It should be obvious that to follow Whitman one does
not begin by imitating his poetry since both his period and its
people are different from those of twentieth century
America."9 Again Hjulet may serve as a demonstration of
Jensen's learnings on American soil, this time with Walt
Whitman as a teacher. Two lyrical passages, one speaking of
Lee's intention with his life and his work, one speaking of
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Cancer's, sound very much like Whitman's passages with their
"spoken" effect; secondly, Hjulet has in common with
Whitman's writings the motif of Columbus as a symbol of
human yearning. He is seen as the greatest adventurer of all
and the most shipwrecked because as an instrument of his
time he does not live long enough to see his work completed .
Thirdly, the entire movel may be considered an illustration of
Whitman's genius as well as his limitations. Lee,
the
I
Whitmanesque hero and social idealist, represents the former;
Cancer,-the charlatan and "prophet," the latter. The relationship between the two dramatizes both the importance and
the dangers of Whitman's influence on the individual; the
conflict between them is a weighing of Whitman's inspiration
against the practical application of some of his ideas. Finally,
Hjulet is an expression of crystallization of Jensen's own
conflict which here finds a solution due partly to his use of
Whitman's teachings as inspiration rather than imitation .
Referring to the Ferris Wheel as a symbol of scientific and
spiritual consummation, Lee says, "If Whitman had lived and
seen that wheel ... he would have whirled another song of
joy into the world . But there had to be something for us to
do."10 Hjulet is Jensen's song of joy, his original creation .
With it he honors Whitman's request that he be only a
passing stage to be left behind as the apprentice matures and
develops.
He most honors my style who learns under it to
destroy the teacher
The boy I love, the same becomes a man not through
derived power, but in his own right ...
I teach straying from me . . . 11
Lee starts by reading Whitman's poems instead of his own .
Not until Whitman has been destroyed in him by Cancer,
does he create his own original "poetry." He abandons writing
to become a businessman actively engaged in society. By that
gesture he demonstrates that "all creation is poetry." In
Jensen's words, "He expresses his own age in the language of
his own time."
That the poet's legancy is inspiration, not rules or prescriptions of living, is furthermore demonstrated in the character of
Cancer. He is the social parasite who speaks Whitman's - alias
Lee's - words as if they were his own. He robs him of his
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creative ideas, draws a political platform of his poetic vision
of one religion embracing all and of his mystically inspired
ideas of the unity of God and Satan; he makes a mob rule of
Whitman's dream of an all inclusive democracy.
These are Whitman's limitations, Jensen submits; harmless
as long as they remain ideas only and function as lyrical
inspiration, but dangerous and devastating when applied as
practical formulas. That is what Cancer is doing with his
exploitation of people's yearning for a heavenly kingdom on
earth. Lee sees that his activities will ruin the everyday and
that he must prevent it. It is in this battle, in which Cancer
destroys what Lee admires, that the young man achieves his
identity which allows him to write his own poems.
Lee's experience mirrors Jensen's final accomplishment on
American soil: a complete openness to the world around him
and a readiness to accept it. He has realized that for all its
commonness, the world holds the land of his longing, which
he may attain through his artistic ability and creative energy.
This sense of self confidence rings out in the poem
"tilegnelse," composed on the Statue of Liberty immediately
prior to his return to Copenhagen in May 1903. Proudly he
proclaims himself the liberator of his country:
J~g kommer ud fra Skovene
Kender I min K¢11e
Vid, jeg er Vildmanden
i det danske Vaaben
Jeg bringer fra blaa 8¢lger

Havets barbariske Hierte
}eg scetter det ti\ Symbo\
I Feltet med springende L¢ver
Her staar jeg ved Skjoldet
Jeg vii slaa Forncegteren
Jeg vi I bekrcefte de Raske
I Retten til Riget.12
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FOOTNOTES
1. Johannes V. Jensen, Fro Fristaterne (K~benhavn, 1939), p. 123
2. Ibid., p. 18
3. Picture of Jensen and caption below in Den Danske Pioneer, January 29,
1903, p. 4
4. Review of the play Trods, Den Danske Pioneer, February 5, 1903, p. 4
5. Johannes V. Jensen, Hjulet (K~benhavn, 1905), p. 9
6. Ibid., p. 23
7. Ibid., p. 191
8. Ibid., p . 238
9. Johannes V. Jensen, "Walt Whitman," Walt Whitman Abroad, ed. Gay Wilson
Allen, trans. Evie Allison Allen (Syracuse University Press, 1955), p. 124
10. Hjulet, p. 43
11. Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (New York, 1960), p. 23
12. Johannes V. Jensen, "Tilegnelse," Skovene (K~benhavn, 1904), p . 185
Dedication
I come from the forests
Do you recognize my club.
Know I am the warrior
of the Danish coat of arms.
I bring from blue billows
the barbarian heart of the ocean
I make it a symbol
to place in the field of lions rampant.
I stand by the shield
I will beat the denier
I will confirm the right of the strong
to inherit the kingdom.

Inga Wiehl is presently instructor in Composition and Continental, English and
American Literature at Yakima Valley College in the state of Washington. She was
born in Skrerbrek, Denmark and did her undergraduate work in Danish Literature
at the University of Copenhagen. She received her Masters and Doctorate at the
University,,-of Washington. Her Ph.D. dissertation was Johannes V. Jensen and
America.
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Danes Worldwide Archives Contains
Treasures of Immigrant Life
By Marion Marzolf

Holger Bladt at the Archives

A typical four-room apartment in an average Danish neighborhood in Aalborg, Denmark, houses an extraordinary
treasure for those interested in their Danish roots. It looks like
an ordinary apartment from the outisde, but once the door is
opened by Curator Inger Bladt, it is clear that housed here are
the living memories of many of the 300,000 Danes who left
their homeland in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to
seek work, land, fortune and fate in foreign countries, mainly
the U.S.
Udvandrerarkivet, the Danes Worldwide Archives, was
formed in 1931 by Danish-Americans who wished to commemorate their Old World heritage and the New World
experiences for future generations of families and scholars.
Here they deposited family letters and pictures of their
homes, families, farms and places of business. Here are their
diaries and literary works, organizational and business
records, and the papers of literary, religious and immigrant
leaders.
Danes in America at the turn of the century formed
several organizations. One of them was the Danish-American
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Association of Chicago, organized in 1905 in an attempt to
promote understanding between Denmark and America in
commerce, science and the arts. The group planned a reunion
in Denmark which was to follow a commercial and industrial
exposition at Aarhus in 1909. On July 4 of that year about
1,200 Americans of Danish birth arrived in Aarhus to join with
an even larger group of Danes, headed by Crown Prince
Christian and Crown Pricesss Alexandrine. Dr. Max Henius, a
biochemist and a leader of the Danish-Americans in Chicago,
brought greetings from President William Howard Taft.
The reunion was so successful that Dr. Henius proposed
making it a regular event. By 1911 the Danish-Americans had
raised enough money to purchase 200 acres at Rebild, 19
miles south of Aalborg. In 1912 the Rebild Committee was
formed and the Rebild National Park was dedicated in 1919.
King Christian X accepted the park land from the Americans
on behalf of the Danish nation . A log cabin was built on the
site as a memorial to the many thousands who had emigrated
from Denmark. America's Independence Day has been
celebrated at the park annually since 1919 (except during
World War II when Denmark was occupied). There, thousands
of Danes, Americans and Danish-Americans attend programs
of speechmaking, singing and picnicking on the hillsides of
the natural ampitheatre.
The success of the Rebild festivities and other efforts to
build Danish-American contacts, plus an increasing interest in
immigrant contributions to American history and culture,
made Danish-Americans of the early 20th century aware of
the value of packets of letters, personal papers and other
memorabilia of immigrant life resting in their attics or closets.
As the old generation immigrants died and fewer in the
families spoke Danish or kept contact with relatives in
Denmark, the family records and papers frequently had been
tossed out or lost.
Dr. Henius and the Rebild National Park Board members
decided it was time to collect the materials still available
from immigrants in American cities and farmlands and
preserve them. In 1931 they formed the Dan-America Archives
and encouraged Danes in America and their Danish families
to place their documents in the Archives for safekeeping. The
response was enthusiastic, and soon the Archives was given
its present name, Danes Worldwide Archives, and expanded
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to also include materials from emigrant Danes who settled in
countries other than the U.S.
The Archives was first housed in a handsome Dutch
Renaissance style villa called "Sohngaardsholm," built by
Isidor Henius at Aalborg, once the home of Max Henius. The
villa was given by the city of Aalborg to the Archives. Contributions from the city and from businesses and individuals in
Denmark and America made possible the modernization and
conversion of the building into a library, reading rooms and
archives storage. Rooms for the professional Danish-American
archivist, Svend Wcendelin of Chicago, and for _ visiting
scholars were provided. Wcendelin had the awesome task of
sorting and arranging the boxes of materials that ·arrived in
Aalborg and establishing the cataloging system for the rapidly
growing collection.
Four years after its opening, the Archives housed some
6,000 books, pamphlets and brochures, 220 boxes of
manuscript and picture materials, 20 runs of Danish
immigrant newspapers and magazines and a card catalogue of
4,400 cards. Dr. Henius donated his rare book collection, and
others willed their private libraries containing books on
Denmark, emigrant and immigrant life, literature and poetry,
including the recent collections from pastor M. F. Blichfeldt,
Evald Kristensen and F. L. Grundtvig, among others. The
Archives today has more than doubled its collection. There
are literally thousands of names in the card catalog, and
families frequently are able to locate names and dates of
family members in the large collection of clippi"ngs and
obituary notices.
The bulk of the unpublished manuscript collection at the
Archives is from the United States - from Danish pioneers in
the North American prairie states, or in Utah, New England
and the West Coast. There is also material on Danes in
Australia, New Zealand, Argentina and the Virgin Islands.
There are letters from Louis Pio and Paul Geleff, founders of
Denmark's Socialist Party, and from journalist-author Jacob
Riis, author Anton Kvist and immigrant editors Sophus F.
Neble and Emil Opffer, to mention just a few. There are
letters and papers from the Danish Lutheran church
organizations and folk high schools and pastors in America,
including substantial material from church leaders F. L.
Grundtvig and Rasmus Andersen. Some of the papers of
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Professor P.S. Vig, the historian who wrote the large study,
Danske i Amerika, are there. (Many of Vig's papers are at the
Nebraska Historical Society.)
In the late 1930's, visitors and scholars still made active
use of the archives materials and donations still flowed in,
despite the declining general interest in immigrant history and
ethnic heritage in the U.S. During World War II the Archives
had to be moved to Copenhagen for safekeeping by
Wcendelin. The villa was used by German officers and later
by refugees, and it deteriorated as a result of the hard use
and war damage. The city of Aalborg, lacking funds to repair
the house, provided a new location for the Archives in the
apartment at 2 Konvalvej. The city paid rent and utilities as a
part of its responsibility for the collection. The first archivist
died in 1956 and editor Tygge Lassen became archivist from
1956 to 1964. The city continued its small but important
financial support. Holger Bladt, a former Danish businessman
who had worked and lived in the U.S. but had resettled in
Aalborg, became the archivist in 1965. Several local leaders,
including former Aalborg Mayor Jens Jensen, who served on
the board of directors and Bishop Erik Jensen, who was its
chairman until his death in 1975, have taken a keen interest
in the Archives and its survival.
Several large and important collections had not been
catalogued when the Archives had been placed in storage
during the war. With the limited funding provided since that
time it has not been possible to catalogue them. Among the
uncatalogued papers are materials from the Jacob A. Riis
League, an American patriotic organization formed during
World War I (19 boxes); "Slesvig Tilbage Til Denmark"
(several boxes); Danish-American Association of Chicago (6
boxes); plus several boxes from the Danish Brotherhood in
America, the Dania Society, Harmonien Song Society and
Dansk National Fest in Chicago.
Bladt, who also worked with the Danish Rebild Fest Committee in Denmark, continued to add to the Archives and to
the catalogue. His wife, Inger, helped with cataloging and
other archiving tasks. It was the Bladts who so carefully
preserved and protected the Archives when much of the
interest in this priceless and irreplaceable heritage had
declined. And it was the Bladts who were there to answer
hundreds of letters over the years from Danish immigrants'

18

descendants, as well as those from writers, historians and
other scholars. It was the Bladts who greeted the several distinguished celebrities or Danish-American community leaders
who stopped in. And it was the Bladts who welcomed the
occasional scholars who began to revitalize the study of
·migration in the 1960's and 1970's.
Holger Bladt made countless appearances before local,
provincial and national Danish officials to stress the scholarly
and cultural importance of the Archives and to point out its
dire financial condition. He stretched the small budget to
keep things operating. He made trips to collect materials and
to make friends for the collection. "I'm not an archivist or a
librarian," Bladt would tell scholars who came to work at the
Archives, "but I know what is here and will do all I can to
help you find what you need for your research." And he
would poke his head into the study room after some time to
announce: "Now, you must rest a while and have some coffee
and Weinerbr~d." Then the scholar would sit at the old round
table, "Det Runde Bord," that had stood in Wilken's Wine
Cellar in Chicago where a regular circle of Danes met for
daily beer or a glass of wine 'round the turn of the century.
Bladt kept visitors, scholars and friends of the Archives
informed and interested through regular newsletters in which
he gave financial reports, listed new acquisitions and visitors,
reported on his travels, mentioned new books of interest and
marked the passing of famous Danish-American pioneers.
Bladt also organized an immigrant exhibition in Aalborg to
coincide with the 1971 Rebild Fest. Bladt worked with the
board of directors for the Archives, whic~ usually included
the city mayor, scholars and librarians and leading citizens.
In the 1960's other Scandinavian countries began to
establish their own Emigrant Archives and sent their
specialists to confer with Bladt. Among them was Ulf
Beijbom, who became director of Utvandrarnas Hus in Vaxjo,
Smaland, which opened in 1967. During these years, while
scholars· were making increased use of the archival materials,
the Danish authorities were debating the status and future of
the collection. And the future was uncertain/ •
Researchers from Denmark and from A~rica founa their
way to the Aalborg collection and several have since
published books and articles based on their research. Among
others, these include work on Danish emigration by Dr.
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Kristian Hvidt and pastor Enok Mortensen, as well as Professor
George Nielsen's current research on Danish-American history
for Twayne Press. Dr. Dorothy Skardal ahd Dr. Donald
Watkins have used the collections for immigrant literature
research and Dr. Frederick Hale and Philip Friedman have
looked at the immigrants' "America letters." This author has
used the archives for research on the Danish immigrant press
history. Student research groups from the Aalborg University
Center on cultural history and the University of Copenhagen's
emigrant study group at the Institute of Economic History
have recently made use of the collections.
Just after the Bicentennial year July 4th celebration at
Rebild, Mr. Bladt was stricken and died. Mrs. Bladt has since
carried on as curator. With the support of the board of
directors, including the present city mayor, Marius Andersen,
and board chairman, Egil Hastrup, a Provinsbanken director
~ho has vigorously sought and received two donations of
50,000 kroner, the interest in the Archives has been rekindled.
A Danish student researcher has been funded to prepare a
"registrant" of the Archives' unprinted holdings.
There have been suggestions to move the Archives,
perhaps to incorporate it with another library, but the board
of directors believes that the Archives should preserve its
separate identity as an independent institution and · they are
working for that. The future is still uncertain, but the
Archives' circle of friends and patrons has grown steadily
during the last decade. And a . new group in the U.S., the
Danish American Heritage Society, which publishes a newsletter and this journal, indicates a renewed interest in Danish
heritage among Danish-Americans. A Danish immigrant
archival listing project is underway, sponsored by DAHS and
Grand View College and directed by Thorvald Hansen. In
Denmark, city and private donations have increased to
provide much needed support, immigration and emigration
study groups ·at the Universities are active, and the Danish
institutions of higher education have expressed their keen
concern about the Archives and their desire to make certain
that it is housed in a suitable location. Mrs. Bladt believes
that it is likely that there will be a move to a larger and more
suitable location before much longer.
Coincidentally, this increased interest in ethnic roots and
emigration-immigration research in Denmark and America,

20

comes just' at the time when the Danish Worldwide Archives
is nearing its golden anniversary in 1981. Perhaps a golden
anniversary celebration and fund drive, as well as new
quarters, are not too much to hope for. This much is certain,
this priceless heritage for Denmark and for Danish emigrants
worldwide is on a better footing than it has been for many
years.

Note: Inger Bladt reminds us that two individuals have been most helpful in
arranging community support for the Archives, and they are Jens Jensen and
Marius Andersen.
Marion Marzolf is Associate Professor of the Department of Communication at the
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan. Professor Marzolf has done extensive
research on the Danish press in this country, and an article on this subject has been
translated and published in Dansk Pressens Aarbog. She serves on the Editorial
Support Committee of the Danish American Heritage Society. Material for this
essay was taken from notes made by the author during several research visits at the
Archives and from pamphlets and newsletters issued by the Archives and from
Rebild Fest programmes.
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Questioning Our Danish Heritage:
The Evolution of an Ethnic Identity
By Otto N. Larsen
The Potency of Ethnicity
Here we are over one-hundred persons ranging in age from
9 to 90 gathered for the first Pacific Northwest Danish
Cultural Conference.1 Given the title of my remarks, I had
better start with a question: why are we here?
The general answer must be that we are here to re-kindle
the experience of our heritage, to learn more about it, and to
enjoy our common bond. It is often said that whenever
Danes get together they have a good time, even if they are
melancholy about it.
Thus, apparently, we seek fellowship through a consciousness of kind, and we come because it warms us and gives us
a sense of identity that adds meaning to our life.
This is not an unusual quest. All around us there are signs
of a growing pursuit of heritage. More and more young
people are tracing their lineage. Bilingual education is now
part of our national policy. Ethnic politics is on the rise as
additional cultural clusters demand their fair share of almost
everything. Such items suggest that the great American
melting pot, long the subject of prideful rhetoric, has stopped
melting. Indeed, its ingredients seem to be in the process of
congealing. If so, figures from the United States census
indicate what a remarkable social act this is. In 1970, only
sixteen percent of the population was reported as foreign
born or native born of foreign or mixed parentage. Thus it
would appear that even third and fourth generation offspring
of immigrants are becoming curious about, if not obsessed
with, their ethnic identity.
In the Danish-American case, this pursuit is even more
curious, and perhaps harder to sustain, when . we recognize
the special character of our current being. While some of our
forbearers were propelled out of Denmark from a sense of
oppression, we are not a deprived people. Little or no stigma
is attached to being Danish or of Danish descent. Indeed, we
are not only tolerated, we are sometimes admired merely for
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being Danish. Our labors have been rewarded, often beyond
their merit. These facts should, I think, flavor our current
mission. While they certainly do not imply that we are a
"chosen people," they might suggest some special reasons for
pursuing our heritage and for understanding the evolution of
our identity.
We are, then, drawn together on the basis of a commitment to common cultural ties. This represents the organizing
principle of the rising tide of ethnicity all over the world
today. We must see ourselves as part of this movement. It is a
significant departure from mobilizing people on the basis of
occupational interests, political ideology, or soci~I class. It
means that we are here not primarily because of what we do
or what we have achieved as individuals but because of who
we think we are in cultural terms. And that thinking is shaped
by the simple fact that someone to whom we are linked was
born in a country called Denmark.
There are cleavages between Danes in Denmark when they
come from Jutland or Copenhagen, from farm, factory, or the
professions, or from different age groups. But in this conference, the perception of those differences will no doubt be
muted. We, too, arrive from different backgrounds. But yet
we rally under the banner of a Danish heritage and we share
an in-group loyalty, an affection, and a joyful feeling of
peoplehood. The potency of ethnicity is thus apparent.
Challenge and Approach
In general terms, I have tried to suggest why we are here.
The call for this conference added another dimension. It
stated that our purpose is to give serious thought to how an
interest in Danish traditions and culture might be preserved
and promoted. This implies a missionary task. That is, we are
called to conserve values and to recruit converts to those
values, or at least to maintain the allegiance of the already
converted.
I have no doubt that we have the essential faith for such
an effort. But do we have the requisite knowledge, understanding, and skills to be effective in preserving and
promoting a culture? In fact, are traditions subject to
deliberate acts of preservation and promotion beyond the
natural experience of living them? If so, what is our Danish
heritage? Will our diverse backgrounds yield a consensus
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about its essential features? Would we then have the same set
of priorities as to the worth of each element? And is that even
possible when the culture of the homeland changes?
My approach in this presentation is to raise such questions
in various forms. This can be irritating. But it is part of my
heritage, ethnically through my parents and professionally
through my academic discipline. Hopefully, if good questions
can be posed, then a clearer conception of what we're all
about as a Danish American Heritage Society will emerge. If
this questioning stance makes you uncomfortable, your
anxieties may be relieved if you apply to my approach the
same judgment that Mark Twain made about Richard
Wagner's operas. About that music, Twain said, "It's not as
bad as it sounds."
The pursuit of additional questions will be done by
reciting some personal experiences. Whether we stand on the
shoulders of giants or merely rise from the backs of common
peasants, each of us has a "roots story." In combination they
make up our folk history. Ultimately, for a heritage to have
meaning, that history must be recorded and analysed in
systematic ways, such as those afforded by the ingenuity and
dedicated labors of Ed and Gerda Sundberg.
What follows is autobiographical. By this means, questions
will arise from an exploration of the evolution of an ethnic
identity. I trust it will also express common concerns. It may
even reveal the source of the paradox implied in the notion
that we should question the heritage that we are so strongly
disposed to celebrate.
The Seeds of a Danish American Identity
In the beginning, we all have at least one thing in
common: we do not choose our parents nor decree the time
and place of our birth. Thus the basis for our ethnic identity
is a matter of inheritance or biological chance, an ascriptive
trait, not an achievement characteristic, one that we can in
various environments work to preserve and promote, or
attempt to mask through assimilation to another culture.
My father and mother were immigrants from Denmark,
and I was born in Tyler, Minnesota. In 1922, I am told, that
was something like being born in Denmark. But before I
col.tld find out, we moved to Junction City, Oregon, which I
suspect, was something like Tyler, Minnesota. Given this
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environment, my father's occupation as a pastor in a DanishAmerican church, and the spelling of my name, it was
virtually ordained that I would become one of those ethnic
hybrids variously called American-Danes, Danish-Americans,
Chicago-Danes, or whatever.
I have sometimes speculated as to what might have
happened to the character and intensity of my ethnicity if
one of my parents had been African, or Polish, or even
Norweigian . What heritage does the offspring of a mixed
parentage pursue or pr:omote? A child facing the
Danish-American-Polish combination, for example, would be
confronted with some curious cultural contradictions. Not
only would there be cross-pressures from the ancient
Catholic/Lutheran schism, but it would take a great deal of
American pragmatism to reconcile the strains emanating from
the commitment to conflict in Polish culture and the commitment to conciliation of Danish national character.
Scholarly inquiry into the experience of persons from such
backgrounds might be very instructive in illuminating critical
facets of our heritage.
That both of my parents were Danish no doubt had a
unifying effect, although some strains did emerge when I tried
to figure out how much of me was Danish and how much
American. Immigrants are marginal people, and so too are
their immediate offspring when they are brought up in
communities where there are loyalties to two or more
national traditions.
And the community of Junction City did exhibit a dual
cultural personality. A vivid confirming symbol comes to
mind . On Thanksgiving day, a sign stretched across Main
Street announcing the annual footbal game as a contest of
" Danes vs . the Whites." This posed a problem of choice. The
result was an ethnic tilt. We "non-whites" rooted for our
heroes whose warrior ranks included names such as
Henricksen, Gribskov, Bodtker, Rasmussen, and Jensen .
So we did not, or could not, mask our identity; indeed, it
was reinforced by many other symbols, acts, and institutional
arrangements that hovered around the home, the Danish
church, and other organizations.
There were, for example, regular summer picnics for Danes
at Bodtker's grove down by the river. To get there one went
through the "ghetto" called "Dane Lane" that we visited and
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traversed for many reasons during the seasons of our youth.
There were also lectures and folk-dancing in the hall next to
the church where cheese sandwiches, coffee and cake seemed
always to be in abundant supply, even at the bottom of the
depression. There was all that preparation to host visitors
from other Danish outposts such as Enumclaw, Seattle,
Portland, and Solvang. And there was indoctrination in things
Danish in summer school and where we were coralled to sing
the old songs and read the old stories and where we fell off
the stall-bars after agonizing stretches of Niels Bukh's
gymnastik.
Mainly, certainly in retrospect, all of this was fun. But I do
recall strains brought by presumed peer group pressures to be
an American . Yes, from time to time, I felt embarrassed about
all this Danishness. I wasn't always enthusiastic about having
to go to Dane School in the summer. We ridiculed the
teachers and sometimes cut corners in attendance and participation. Ironically, years later, I learned that the American boy
whose status and freedom I envied, envied us because we
were doing all those interesting things. He confessed that he
used to peek through the keyholes at the Danish Hall and
wish that he could be in there with us-probably at the same
moment that I wished that I could be outside.
Perhaps the ambivalence that I felt about ethnic identity
reflected something broader going on in the community. It is
significant, I think, that the renowned Scandinavian Festival
of Junction City did not emerge until 1960 when most of the
distinctive Danish institutional activities had subsided, and
that the leadership for this ethnic celebration came principally
from non-Danish sources. Could it be that the community,
like my friend, had been looking through the keyhole all
along? That may suggest something about our heritage.
What does it suggest? It brings me, through my own
experience, to a first approximation of some of the basic traits
and values in the Danish character-presumably part of the
heritage we seek to preserve and promote.

Traits and Values in the Danish Character
Non-Danes generally perceive Danes in a positive manner.
They are often characterized as light-hearted, genial folks who
are even more cosmopolitan than other Scandinavians. Yes,
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there was a Viking ancestry, but the Danes are long removed
from the impulses of aggression.
In American communities where Danes did cluster, segregration was voluntary and was rarely perceived as being
problematic or as posing a threat. In Junction City, Danes
were even admired for their solidarity, as the key-hole
incident suggests. Perhaps this was because Danes did not
contest for political power nor achieve any conspicuous
dominance in the economic realm.
Beyond that, the ethnic Danes exhibited traits that were
generally deemed positive. They respected education, they
were industrious, clean, trustworthy, and they had a peculiar
sense of integrity about their work. They seemed to take
special pride in their craft, whether they were blacksmiths,
bakers, carpenters, or farmers. It certainly would be worthwhile to explore to what extent that pride in workmanship is a
function of heritage. It is, I believe, a perception of being
Danish that extends beyond the narrow boundaries of a small
town in O _
regon.
The life style of the immigrant Dane on the prairie yields
additional traits and values manifest in every Danish
community from Tyler and Askov in Minnesota, to Kimbalton
in Iowa, to Viborg in South Dakota, to Nysted and Dannebrog
in Nebraska, to Dannevang in Texas, and all the way to
Solvang and Junction City on the West Coast, to mention but
a few of the centers of Danish ethnicity.
Sophus K. Winther, in his classic Take All to Nebraska,
catches the flavor I have in mind. In a review of the recent
re-issue of this book, Professor Christenson of Luther College
capsulizes Winther's view of the Danish character in the
following way:2
There is much that strikes this reviewer as especially
Danish. He (Winther) describes rare but cozy gatherings
with gossipy Danish neighbors, or a fastidious neatness
concerning personal appearance, in ways that show the
persistence of Danish habits on the plains. So does his
meticulous attention to food, from the afternoon coffee
and cakes served daily, to cEbleskiver, a breakfast of brown
bread and buttermilk soup, or a Thanksgiving dinner of
chicken stuffed with prunes, baked squash, potatoes, red
cabbage, and, for dessert, cEblekage with whipped cream.
There is also something that seems so typically Danish
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in the blithe assumption that people will be honest and
neighborly, that laws will be just, that labor will be rewarded-and also in the bitter rage which arises when
these assumptions turn out to be wrong.
Note the key words in this review: cozy gatherings,
fastidious neatness, meticulous attention to food, trust in
honesty, neighborliness, trust that laws will be just, faith that
labor will be rewarded. But note also the curious coda-"bitter
rage when these assumptions turn out to be wrong."
I sensed these traits among Danes in Junction City, and
elsewhere years later. Consider, in particular, the last items
mentioned. Yes, there was occasion for bitter rage. But it
seemed to end there, repressed in the self, not expressed in
physical response nor in the mobilization of social action .
Is it possible that Danish character feels strongly, but
tends to suppress direct counter-action in order to avoid
conflict? Does our cultural heritage dispose us toward
conciliation, mediation, compromise, and repel us from being
strident, militant, or aggressive?
These questions occurred to me many years later when, as
a member of a Presidential Commission, I had a pie thrown in
my face at a public hearing in the Senate Office Building in
Washington, D.C. My response was muted. I could have
reacted physically, but I didn't. That I did not respond in kind
evoked bitter editorials and an outpouring of critical letters
from all over the country calling me "permissive" and
"cowardly," to mention only the milder responses.
Was it part of my heritage to bend with the storm as the
old willow tree in Hans Christian Andersen's story advised all
the plants to do as the lightning flashed across the sky? You
will remember that only the buckwheat refused to comply.
When the storm had passed, the flowers and the corn raised
their drooping heads in the pure still air, refreshed by the
rain; but the buckwheat lay like a weed in the field, burnt to
blackness. How un-Danish of the buckwheat! Perhaps it came
from American soil.
Incidentally, that Commission dealt with the matter of
obscenity and pornography. Our extensive research, including
studies of what happened in Denmark, led us to recommend
a Danish-like solution to this vexing issue. While Americans
today seem to be behaving in accord with the Commission's
major recommendations, American policy-makers are not yet
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ready to accept the Danish model that prefers self-restraint to
government regulations over what should or should not be
read .and viewed.
One other item radiates from my early days. DanishAmericans, like other ethnic groups, strengthen their identity
by extending preferences to products and by emphasizing
symbols. I don't know if Danish cheese and beer are really
superior to their Dutch or Norwegian counterparts, but I was
encouraged to believe so. I also came to assume that names
ending in "sen" were importantly distinct from those ending
in "son." And I certainly came to feel that a white cross on a
red background meant richer sentiments than those coming
from a yellow cross on a blue background. Swedes would, of
course, contest this.
The premise that "if it's Danish-it's good," also extended
to people. An American-Dane is strongly disposed to open the
door to any Dane. No matter that they be strangers or that
resources must be stretched. No matter how extended the
visit. Trust in our own kind seems deeply ingrained. Anyone
coming through on the circuit from Denmark, or from DanishAmerican communities, was welcome. Such hospitality both
springs from and helps reinforce ethnic consciousness .
Other Questions Arising from Ethnic Consciousness

The values and traits sketched thus far are part of my
evolving ethnic identity, but I am uncertain about their
general validity and about their national origin. They may in
fact be as strongly invluenced by a peculiar Danish-American
chemistry as they are by direct reference to Denmark.
I began to wonder about the Danes in Denmark as well as
about the current status of the culture of that society. Would
Danes recognize and appreciate the same things in the same
ways as Danish-Americans had experienced them? Is unquestioning hospitality, for instance, a Danish or a DanishAmerican trait? Or bitter rage? Or trust in the justice of laws?
And would either Danes or Danish-Americans put the same
premium on such traits as they would on, say, the trait of
pride in workmanship? Clearly, the matter of preservation and
promotion hinges not only on agreement about the content of
a cultural heritage but on the estimation of worth which is
conditioned by changing times both in Denmark and in the
United States. The challenge to the Danish American Heritage
29

Society is formidable.
The richness and diversity in the Danish-American
experience poses yet another challenge for a unified effort to
foster and transmit a heritage. Let me come at that by
returning to the journey that cultivated my own ethnic
identity.
I left Oregon at the age of 18 to attend Grand View
College in Des Moines, Iowa. In my mental baggage were the
concepts of "Danishness" outlined above. Grand View did not
alter these conceptions, but it did reinforce and enrich their
structure and their implication.
It could hardly have been otherwise. Most of the students
of 194(}-42 came from Danish immigrants enclaves. Many of
their parents, as was the case for me, had attended Grand
View a generation earlier. Some of the great teachers knew
both generations. Lasting positive sentiments emerge from
such bonds. And the bonds extended even further when
students married other Grand View students who also have a
Danish heritage-as was the happy case for me as well as for
two of my brothers. A picture of a perpetual ethnic inbreeding machine somehow arises from such facts.
At Grand View it wasn't long before we recognized that
there were at least two kinds of Danish-Americans with quite
different emphases from their heritage: (1) We were happy,
folk-dancing Danes who could smoke and drink beer and
frolic with songs and games, while (2) our cousins at Dana
College in Blair, Nebraska, were the somber, pietistic Danes
whose life-style was guided by other traditions and values.
Both of these schools were founded by Danish-American
immigrants, but the cultural stream divided before the turn of
the century over differences in interpreting church doctrine.
The "Danishness" of the little world of Grand View was
not shattered by such revelations. Nor did it falter as inquiry
revealed a rich Danish-American experience for non-Lutherans,
such as the Mormons, and for a considerable body of DanishAmericans who were outside the orbit of church life
altogether.
The question that must be posted from this observation
bears directly on the future of the Danish American Heritage
Society: How does an organization whose founders have a
strong Grand View connection gain the legitimacy and the
means for tapping and then preserving and promoting the
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heritage of all Danish-Americans, school or no school, church
or no church, lodge or no lodge?
An answer will be found through an expanding representation of effort. It will also require continuing linkage to
contemporary as well as to historical Denmark. That linkage is
vital. It sustains ethnic consciousness as it enlarges our
understanding of a heritage that is not fixed but grows with
each successive generation. In fact, Danes as well as
Danish-Americans may gain from the bridge that is built.
Denmark and the Question of a Changing Heritage
After Grand View, a couple of other colleges,and World
War 11, I came to the University of Washington to shape my
career as a sociologist. That institution is very hospitable to
things Scandinavian. Indeed, the only subject matter specifically mandated for its curriculum by the state constitution is
Scandinavian Studies.
From the very start of my long association with the
university, I was not permitted to overlook that fact. In 1946,
when I first appeared as a student, an advisor named O'Brien
took one look at my name and sent me to the Scandinavian
Department to study Danish literature. Although I was fascinated by the works of Holberg, Drachman, Georg Brandes,
and others, social science became my major interest and my
career.
Sociologists study organizations, they rarely join them.
This inclination was reinforced by my commitment to
Marxism. Let he hasten to add that I am a life-long follower
of Groucho, not Karl. It was Groucho Marx who said, "I
refuse to join any organization that allows people like me to
become a member."
For a long time, I used that philosophy to avoid becoming
a member of almost everything, including the Danish church
in Seat.t ie, and the Danish Brotherhood.
Despite this tactic, I could not mask my ethnic identity
nor my joy in associating with our own kind. As a result, two
good things happened: (1) I was married to Greta Petersen,
and (2) we went to Denmark for a year in 1960.
This was Greta's third trip to Denmark, but it was my first.
Now at last, at age 38, I was "going home," ethnically
speaking. The circumstances involved conditions of privilege
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that contrasted markedly with those that attended my parents
when they came the other way more than a half-century
earlier. I was to be a Fulbright Professor at the University of
Copen hagen.
This was a momentous experience, a jarring confrontation
with the question of ethnic identity. I was Danish, wasn't I?
After all, I knew some songs and dances, and even some
literary phrases, most of which I discovered that the real
Danes hadn't heard or seen for years. For them, my "Danishness" had the fascination of an occasional trip to an anthropological museum.
Thus, as a Danish-American seeks a heritage, two
questions loom at large at the outset: Are we relating
primarily to a romantic past or does a heritage change as the
culture changes? Further, what do we do if we find that we
don't treasure the values of contemporary Denmark as much
as those from an earlier era?
As a matter of fact, I liked the Denmark of 1960 very
much, at least for the first six months. Many of the things
that I had thought of as Danish (including how well they
spoke the language) were happily confirmed. There was order,
wit and humor, and fastidious neatness. There was coziness,
and trust, and pride in workmanship. And there certainly was
meticulous attention to food, not to mention drink.
We thoroughly enjoyed the generosity of our university
hosts and my wife's relatives. We were also impressed by the
courtesy and helpfulness of public officials from postmen to
cabinet ministers. However, the aloofness of neighbors was
not in accord with the expectations of hospitality generated
by the Danish-American experience. In the two towns north
of Copenhagen where we lived, neighbors guarded their
privacy intently.
Gradually, other gaps between expectations and experience began to appear. This afforded personal reflections that
were novel at the time. I was visiting Denmark but I was also
discovering America. Maybe I was more American than I
thought. When Danes attacked things in America, even those
persons and conditions that I had often criticized, I became
defensive and even tried to turn the argument around. I
began to judge Danish society from the perspective of
American values and standards. Ethnocentrism of the
American variety had invaded the evolution of my ethnic
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identity.

Ethnicity versus Ethnocentrism
Ethnocentrism finds expression in many ways in every
society, even in ways that are deemed minor and may be
benign. When a Dane says that salads are for rabbits or
Americans, and the only decent vegetable is a potato, he is
exhibiting an ethnocentric attitude. So, too, is an American
when he says that Danish is not a language, but an impediment of speech; or when he says that any currency other than
the dollar is "play-money."
Ethnocentrism does not encourage mutual understanding
or tolerance. It tends to foster a feeling of superiority on the
part of members of a group as they judge non-members. Since
every culture encourages ethnocentrism, this raises a critical
question about the pursuit of a heritage: Can we be ethnic
without being ethnocentid
I am uncertain about the answer. I think we can if we
allow others the legitimacy we accord ourselves in the pursuit
and promotion of a heritage. But it will probably take more
than that if we are going to have a world that is safe for
diversity. To combat ethnocentrism and yet hold on to our
ethnicity, we may have to develop an appreciation of ethnicities beyond our own. However, it is not easy to be a
cultural relativist, as any of us senses as we begin moving
about the world.
In the second half of our year in Denmark, the American
in me became alternately bored and impatient with much of
the Danish scene. Variety seemed lacking. Towns looked
alike, and every bakery had the same set of items and flavors.
Everything was so "hyggelig" and appeared so homogeneous
and bland.
In 1960, there didn't seem to be any issues in Denmark,
except for the price of beer and the choice of a vacation site.
The church was neutralized, the radical parties were conservative, and other institutions bearing on change seemed
cautious and content. The spirit of moderation prevailed.
Hadn't the Danes read their own S~ren Kierkegaard? He spent
his life assailing the spirit of moderation . For him, mediation
and compromise were abhorrent. We should make choices,
not seek syntheses. Existence was a matter of either/or, not a
matter of both/and.
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Like an American bulldozer, my thoughts pushed across
the quiet Danish scene. I was restless because Danish society
didn't seem to be moving and leading and becuase I was
addicted to the American style of competition and its politics
of confrontation. I was irritated by the constant reference to
Denmark's small size when it came to its voice in large
policies on the world scene. With initiative, I felt that
Denmark could provide new models for human relations as
they had in the past with cooperatives and folk schools. I was
appalled at the waste of their major national resource. Less
than one percent of the young people of the relevant age
categories were pursuing higher education (a situation
markedly changed since 1960).
At this point, then, the American part of me led me to
perceive Denmark as bland if not dull, content if not listless,
.apologetic if not apathetic, and all to the point where I
wished the King would decree a day a week to encourage the
open expression of something bold, new, diverse, and
dynamic.
Denmark, the Subtle Society

Was Denmark really as I had perceived it, or were such
views simply naive, wrong, and arrogant? A chance event led
me to redefine the situation. It rocked me out of my
American ethnocentrism, and once again posted a positive
prospect for ethnicity without ethnocentrism. The event
sensitized me to the necessity of looking at Danish society
and culture through Danish, not American, or even DanishAmerican, eyes. This meant a shift in scale, and in quality of
concern, of an order implied in a move to a Danish nightingale from an American bulldozer.
In fact, the nightingale was involved in this transformation
of perspective. There was a party, with much food and drink.
It grew very late. Finally, the Danish host said, "Shouldn't we
go out for a walk in the woods and listen to the nightingale?"
At first, I thought that the akavit had affected him. But the
Danes were serious. The dark woods beckoned. And, lo, we
heard the wondrous sounds of the nightingale.
Thereafter, I sensed that the Danes wre masters of perceiving, creating, and appreciating delicate but discernable
just noticeable differences. It is expressed in their humor,
their art, their homes, crafts, engineering, flower arrange-
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ments, food and, in fact, in every facet of their lives. ·
Efficiency and utility, yes, but delicacy and beauty in style
and design even more so.
I was startled by how much variety there was in the
society. It was not bland at all. I had just been looking at it
from an American scale. From then on, I began to experience
Denmark as something other than a homogeneous welfare
state. I began to see it as the subtle society where just
noticeable differences made all the difference in the quality
of life.
In effect, my ethnocentric blinders had been removed.
Seeing Denmark through Danish eyes produced many new
revelations. Let me conclude with a summary one.
An American might be disposed to look for large
redeeming social values or blunt moral lessons in the stories
of Isak Dinesen (Karen Blixen). If so, there would be
disappointment. Her stories might even be deemed frivolous,
or perverse propaganda in favor of the aristocracy.
But take a Danish look at her book entitled Carnival:
Entertainments and Posthumous Tales, released by the
University of Chicago Press in 1977.
Read the story, "The Ghost Horses." It's really not a ghost
story but a story of substituted values, an exercise in the
subtle expression of esthetics. For the two children in the
story, a cache of jewelry has value not in economic terms,
but because the different pieces are stand-ins for the horses
and carriages in a coronation procession. The assembly of this
procession makes a dazzling and charming picture, but the
story as a whole, slight as it is, also serves as an example of
Dinesen's special Danish treatment of values.
Not only are esthetic considerations, as here, more
important than monetary ones; in general, esthetic
considerations take precedence over moral ones. For this
great Danish writer, and I think for Denmark generally,
esthetics are a moral consideration.
That helped me to sense and appreciate many just noticeable differences. The centrality of esthetic considertions says
more about Denmark, and perhaps our heritage, than any
other single observation.
But given my questioning stance, I will keep looking at
Denmark, and at our heritage, through Danish eyes, through
Danish-American eyes, and through American eyes. I invite

35

you to do the same. The triangular vision from three cultural
vistas will surely yield a heritage worthy of preservation and
promotion.

FOOTNOTES
1. Menucha Retreat and Conference Center, Corbett, Oregon, June 29-July 1,

1979
2. In Scandinavian Studies, 49:3, Summer, 1977, pp. 368-369

Otto N. Larsen, Professor of Sociology at the University of Washington, was
Fulbright Professor, University of Copenhagen, 1959-60. He has lectured at
universities in Sweden and Norway. He was Executive Officer of the American
Sociological Association, Washington D.C., 1972-75.
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The Fixed Frame and The Live Show
By Johannes Knudsen

Television has developed a trick of ending a story or a
sequence by showing a fixed picture of the final frame, giving
a rather vivid expression to the immediate or concluding
situation. Sometimes this picture is amusing, even ludicrous,
evoking a smile; sometimes a tear lingers on.
Throughout history people in various situations have fixed,
or frozen, or made static, a certain attitude, relationship or
point of view. This way, or form, or picture, has ttien become
cherished and revered, even as an icon over an ancient alter
has become a symbol of tradition. The way things were done
at a specific time was made normative and unchangeable. It
was the "heritage" to do specific things in the manner of the
"fixed frame."
There are examples of this to be found, for instance, in
the manner of dress. We wear pants or shirts or neckties the
way it was done at a specific time. This does not mean that
we never change; we are, in fact, all too eagerly slaves of the
modish demands for change. But there are certain items that
becor11e fixed. Take the dress style of the seventeenth century
when all persons of stature and dignity wore long frocks and
ruffs. Styles changed for royalty, nobility and even the
commoners, but the clergy of Denmark continue to wear long
frocks and ruffs to this day, an anachronism now fixed by law
and sanctified by tradition.
Splinter groups in the religious realm have celebrated the
ways and customs of the period in which they were
established. Change was considered to be a betrayal of their
founding ways and ideas. The extreme example is the
anathematizing of buttons, the symbol of change, maintaining
the hooks and eyes were normative. More commonly known
and recent is the refusal to drive automobiles, because the
horse and buggy were normative. Those of us who smile at
such logic and its apparent anachronism should think about
our own attitude toward changing necktie styles. How often
do we not claim that a certain width of the tie is a sign of our
own correctness?
Christmas customs are regarded as long established and
sanctified. Danes consider the Christmas Eve celebration with
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the Christmas tree to be an ancient and hallowed tradition of
their ancestors, when, in fact, it is a nineteenth century
innovation. In two of his well-known hymns Grundtvig (born
1783) documents that Christmas Eve was not celebrated in his
childhood. He writes that Christmas morning was his
"heaven." ("Julemorgen var mit himmerig.") At another time
he speaks about counting the hours until Christmas morning.
("Da vaagne de mildt i morgengry og tcelle mer ej timer.") It
is a well-known fact that the Christmas tree was introduced
into Denmark well into the nineteenth century. I am, as a
matter of course, committed to the Christmas tree and the
Christmas Eve celebration, but I realize that they are quite
recent innovations that have become fixed. And so, of course,
are Santa Claus and Rudolph.
Ideas and slogans can become fixed too, political labels
especially. In the early decades of our century descriptive
terms such as "liberal" and "conservative" were identified
with specific programs and points of view. If you were ·liberal,
you cherished freedom and human rights; if you were conservative you held on to tradition and economic rights. The
terms "socialism" and "communism" were added to the
vocabulary and were fixed into critical frameworks such as
"radical", "godless", etc. The other end of the spectrum,
labeled then as "fascism", never caught on in a similar
manner. But political labels were fixed, static.
The fixed frames of politics stayed with us, although times
have vastly changed. If you were a freedom-lover and like to
be called a liberal today, you are not supposed to entertain
any views different from the cliches of the thirties. If, for
instance, you are opposed to abortion on demand and do not
believe in any person's absolute right over her or his body,
you are considered to be a betrayer of your liberalism. If you
are conservative, you are betraying your category when you
favor disarmament or detente.
How does this "fixation" concern the matter of heritage
emphasis? Just this! When we are carried away by the perpetuation of fads or transient points of view in a static or fixed
manner, we do not have the "live picture" but the "static
frame." We have become icon worshippers where we should
be in a living stream of ongoing things. It is possible that I
perpetuate as many fads as anyone, but that I must still
maintain that reverence for a static way or view without an
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ongoing concept of and participation in the values involved is
not only a parody of heritage; it can actually become a
deterrent to contemporary living.
In many ways there was a flowering of interest for Danish
values in the American Evangelical Church (AELC) community
in the twenties and thirties. We were happy to share them in
a new and usable way through translation and language
change. This was most clearly demonstrated in the singing.
We got a "World of Song," a valuable depository of the songs
and the type of songs that were current and available. There
was much enthusiasm among younger people. Now these
"younger people" are graying, and most of them have moved
into the stream of contemporary life and the problems of our
age in a very significant way. When they get together "to
share the heritage," however, they quite often return to an
age of song that is thirty years behind them. They sing the old
fellowship songs with great gusto and they smile to each
other in nostalgic recognition. "Now we are perpetuating the
heritage!" This is a "fixed frame" which has no relation to the
life of today, and woe to those who challenge the ancient
norm. But do our own children sing these songs?
We are living in a "strange interlude" during which the
backward look is a popular relief from the agonies of today.
· In this opening up of history there is a tremendous opportunity for penetration into foundational and lasting values.
Are we seizing the opportunity? Do we have a "live picture"
or are we enjoying a "fixed frame?"
****

****

****

****

****

Another television practice can illuminate the other side
of the concern for heritage. Some television presentations are
"live coverage" or "live shows," in contrast to prerecorded
programs or re-runs. The viewer participates "live" in what is
going on, given, of course, the circumstances and selectivity
of the producer and the camera man. In a sense this is what
the relation to heritage should be, a live participation. In the
above discussion there was a concentration on negative
features, treated in a critical way, and a negative attitude in
the discussion of a problem obligates the critic also to
emphasize the positive. A heritage is extremely valuable; it
should not be played down or dismissed by calling attention
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only to its superficial employment or its abuses. On the
contrary, it deserves to be made a "live show," not a "fixed
frame" or a "re-run." The question should therefore be asked,
in fact it must be asked: What are the factors in a heritage
that should be involved in a lively and contemporary participation? How can a heritage be a "live show?"
In answer to this question it shall be contended that there
are three important factors involved in the perpetuation of a
Danish heritage in America after a century of life by
immigrants and their descendants. The same factors could be
employed in the consideration of other ethnic heritages with
the exception that the religious category would differ. Some
observers might wish to exclude or eliminate the religious
factor, claiming that it is irrelevant, but it would not be
objective or fair to omit it for reasons of prejudice or
ignorance, when it manifestly is now, and has been for many
generations, an inherent factor in Danish life. The three
factors are, the character of the individual, the content of
culture, and the Christian tradition . This shall be spoken of as
the three "C''s : Character, Culture and Christianity.
It is, of course, well nigh impossible to speak of the
character of the individual in general terms. Each individual is
different and may not conform to a pattern . Without
claiming an exclusive class distinction or even a hint of
superiority of one group over another, it must nevertheless be
acknowledged that there are wide variations in the common
humanity of groups that have developed in different parts of
the world, also within the European community, even though
each of the· groups has characteristics that vary within the
groups. Community life and common experience over long
periods of time have cast the individuals within the groups in
molds, shaped by circumstances, with great individual
variations, of course . Climatic conditions are an important
factor in this development, and so is geographic location. The
people of the cold northland have lived with mountains and
forests, with coastlines that offer perils as well as opportunities, with strategic locations in regard to trade as well as
international power rivalries, with relative exclusion from the .
over-run of shifting populations and invasions, and with roots
back in a Celto-Germanic cultural community, rivaling the
classical Greco-Roman culture in vitality and content. They
have developed a stance of their own, which marked them as
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different, albeit not therefore superior, to other cultural
groups on the European continent. Within this common
heritage of origin and character various families of northmen
in geographically differing sections of what we now call
Scandinavia, partly from the prevailing influence of physical
and climatic circumstances, have developed in some variance
from one another and engage in friendly rivalry. "Family is
the worst foe," said the fox about the red dogs. They nevertheless are of one culture.
In this connection biological research into the nature of
the genes and the programming of the genetic code has made
it clear that an ethnic background is more persistent than
environmental sociologists have been willing to credit. No
one can escape the genetic code of his body, and the code
has been shaped by life and circumstances that reach far
beyond the limitations of human knowledge and remembrance. The Celto-Germanic origin is in the genes of all
Danes, and, like it or not, it will remain in the genes of
distant descendants.
What this means for the individual character is, of course,
hard to specify. That the influence is there, there can be no
doubt. Of what it consists can with difficulty be the subject
of systematic research. We must therefore turn to other
resources of the human mind, safeguarding, of course, against
individual vagaries and fanatic extremes. The poet, who lives
intensely and speaks with vision, can probably best tell us
what it is all about. Folk wisdom, expressed in folk tales,
ballads and proverbs, are founts of wisdom . The historian and
the archeologist render valuable service. As a contribution of
the latter, the recent evidence of a strong cultural affinity of
Celtic and Nordic culture has opened new insights into the
ethnic origins of our culture. Years ago Vilhelm Gr{lSnbech
probed the early life as no one else has done in Var Folkecet i
Oldtiden, I-IV (The Culture of the Teutons).
Documentation of what poets, folk lore and archeology
tell us about ancient origins and cultural characteristics would
require voluminous examples and analyses, and summary
suggestions can only be personal postulates. It shall therefore
be postulated that emphasis on individuality, personal
independence and freedom have been important elements in
the ancient Danish character and that they are evident today.
The early residents of Denmark had slaves, mostly captives in
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war, but Danes were never slaves. They were never
subjugated by foreign rule but prided themselves on a personal stance of independence and integrity. At the same time
they were strongly community conscious, in part because
they were peer conscious. "Who is your leader?", the people
of Paris shouted, as Danish Vikings sailed by the left bank.
"We have no leader," came the answer. "We have only firsts
among equals."
The fierce independence has negative expressions even
today. Danes are apt to beat down those who raise
themselves above others. The great medieval example of this
is the revolt against King Knud 11 (St. Knud) in the late
eleventh century. Among the immigrants to America this led
to the downgrading of their own enterprises. "If it is Danish,
it cannot be as good as what others have." The best example
of this is the failure to back up their own educational efforts.
Historically speaking, however, when the crunch was on, the
Danish individual rallied solidly behind the common cause.
History is filled with examples of this.
The counterpart of independence and freedom is personal
integrity. A man's word is binding. It is not easily given, but
once given it stands. This was apparent in the immigrant
community; the exceptions to the rule, of which anyone can
find examples, verify its truth; they demonstrate in part that
Denmark sent not a few of its black sheep in exile to
America. The trustworthiness of a word and the need for
expressing this word in common agreement have been
deposited in Danish law, the law of a proud and independent
people which never succumbed to Roman law. The classical
expression of this is found in the famous prolegomena to
Jyske Lov, the codification of the Law of Jutland in 1241 A.O.
"The law must be honest and just, acceptable, according to
the customs of the land, suitable, useful and plain, so that all
may know and understand what the law says. The law must
not be enacted or written for the special privilege of any
man, but it must be for the good of all that dwell in the
land."
The ancient Nordic character, shared with counterparts in
the Celtic culture underlying the early development of the
British Isles and brought inherently into the British life also
through the Viking conquests, has had far reaching influences
on modern democratic development. The Magna Carta is a
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declaration of peer rights, the jury system is basic in the law,
the declaration "That all men are created equal!" is a
foundational expression. There are other sources for these
ideas and practices, but the Nordic input is strong. The
immigrants had this in their blood, as Johannes V. Jensen
states it: "The migrant soul who in foreign lands / Has sought
to gather an earthly treasure/ Will ever know that his work of
hands / Reveals the values that mind can measure."
In distinction from the characteristics of the individual,
culture is the content of the common life. It is not the
achievement of the individual but the corporate accumulation
of values. Analysts may distinguish between higher culture, or
"fine culture", and folk culture, but no sophisticated expression of an educated intelligentsia is necessarily more genuine
or valuable than the lore of the common people. Each is to
be judged by its fulfillment of potential. The culture of the
Danish people gives expression to a strong reverence for
communality, a profound accumulation of wisdom, and an
intimately developed sense of beauty. In many ways it is
more lyrical than dramatic, reflecting the gentle character of
the Danish landscape in contrast, f . inst., to the mountain
grandeur of Norway. Ibsen is Norweigian, Grundtvig is
Danish .
Again, the spelling out of individual, even basic, features
of Danish culture would require volumes of documentation.
The proof of the pudding lies in the eating. The immigrant
brought culture from the homeland to America, and lived
with it. Much of it has been deposited in the lore of the
immigrant people; much of it has entered organically into
participation in American culture. In the process there has
been a swerving away from the direction taken by the cultural
growth in the former homeland. American visitors often raise
eyebrows when confronted with contemporary Danish cultural
expressions, partly in awe and partly in shock. Danish tourists
do the same when they come to our land. At times it may be
hard to see that immigrant culture and modern Danish culture
have common roots. We have to penetrate beyond the
commercial and the superficial to see it. No one growth is
necessarily better, or worse, than the other, but we must
learn to see that pathways are not necessarily parallel even
though they start out from the same place.
The Christian faith and the Christian fellowship came to
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the North through a process that lasted several hundred years.
There was a long period of contact, an equally long period of
acceptance, and finally a lengthy period of assimilation or
adjustment. The pantheon of ancient gods was swept away
by the faith in God through Christ, but the basic instincts and
the traditional ways of the people were not eliminated; they
were employed by the new faith and became an integral part
of worship and ways. The demonstration of this has been
wonderfully recorded, again by Vilhelm Gr¢nbech in his
essay Religionsskiftet i Norden (The Religious Transition in
the North, available in English translation (mine) only in
manuscript form). These folk ways of religion correspond to
the strong religious development in the Celtic church on the
British Isles and were influenced by them. Despite the fact
that the Roman church laid a network of supervisory agencies
over the land in the Middle Ages, and despite the fact that
the conceptual orthodoxy of the seventeenth century
encapsuled religious thinking in rather rigid forms, the folk
ways of religion still exist as expressions of the Christian faith.
The essentials of this Christianity, based, of course, on its
basic faith allegiance to the revelation of God in Christ, are
marked by an organic relationship to the common life of the
people as well as by a strong emphasis on worship participation. By worship participation is not exclusively meant the
weekly participation in routine services, a fact hard to
understand by statistically-minded American tourists. It means
that the worship functions of the church are essentially
related to the functions of living. They are essential to the life
of the individual in the great moments of birth, maturity,
marriage and death, but they are also an integral part of the
cycle of functions in nature, such as seedtime and harvest, of
the festival moments connected with returning times as well
as the special situations of great joy or great catastrophe. The
religious fellowship and the common life of the people are
one and the same, despite the negative claims of rationalistic
ideologists unfriendly to or ignorant of religion in any form .
In my opinion it is Grundtvig's great merit that he rediscovered and reestablished this intimate relation of religion
and human living, which doctrinaires have abandoned and
which skeptics have foresworn . He did this without
abandoning the essential faith and the historical character of
the Christian church, and this is what makes him great. To
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claim a heritage of Grundtvig without including the Christian
dimension is an immolation of his essential significance.
Furthermore, he has joined with other greats and given the
Danish people an unmatched treasure of hymnal expression
that has vastly enhanced the culture of his people. How
anyone can claim a Danish heritage without including a
personal appreciation and a living use of Danish hymns, is
beyond the understanding of this writer.
One could go on, but let this be the essential expression
of the positive factors within the Danish heritage available as
a potential for Americans of Danish descent.
·
A fixed frame or a live show?

Johannes Knudsen is presently the Editor of Klrke og Folk, a magazine published
by the Danish Interest Conference of the Lutheran Church of America. He also
serves in the Editorial Support Committee of the Danish American Heritage
Society. He was president of Grand View College in Des Moines, Iowa, from 1942
to 1952, and later Dean of Graduate Studies at the Lutheran School of Theology
in Chicago. Recently he edited the Selected writings of N.F.S. Grundtvig.
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Homage To Hans Christian
By Henrik Nordbrandt
Now I understand all the statues
you had to pose for
how hard it's been
to sit still, casting shadows
over the lawn, where children like those
now clambering on your bronze
must have played
laughing, in a twitter of birds
while you, shut out from the game,
tried desperately to
resemble the picture of yourself that
made you seem most harmless.
The smile on your lips is not
caused by their laughter
or by the May breeze, but rather
by the pain of sitting in a position
where your long nose under your hat
and your large, clumsy hands
which must have taken
immense effort to control
seemed least conspicuous: Only
as a statue do you have a chance
to be accepted by
proper bourgeois families in the park.
Your shadow is still the washerwoman's son
who, bound to the earth, looks back
and says without conviction: "This
is I, this is H.C. Andersen,
Denmark's great writer of fairytales."
I can understand, Hans Christian,
your need to pose
even though it's been difficult.
Translated from Danish
by Nadia Christensen
© Nadia Christensen - 1979
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Simple Psychoanalysis
By Henrik Nordbrandt
Especially the ordinary things about the day
make the day especially depressing.
It's quite ordinary. Especially
in autumn. The autumn afternoon
keeps even thoughts of suicide
and dreams of distant exotic places
from being taken seriously.
Which doesn't mean they're fun.
It feels as impossible to die here
as to live. Ghosts would be
ridiculed and laughter ring empty
as fallen empires. So what is there
to say? let me just add:
This is quite ordinary. Especially
in autumn. The autumn afternoon
makes depression especially commonplace
especially the commonplace about depression.
Translated from Danish by
Nadia Christensen
© Nadia Christensen - 1979

Nadia Christensen is the editor of The Scandinavian Review. She writes that
Hendrik Nordbrandt is in her estimation one of the finest poets writing in Denmark
today. Born in 1945, he has already published nine volumes of poetry and has
been recipient of various literary prizes. These two poems are translations from
ISTID, Nordbrandt's most recent book of poetry.
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One Of Many
By Dagmar Potholm Petersen
On an early spring
evening in the year of
1891 a young man
stood leaning against
the rai I of the steamship Tekla of the Danish Tingvalla Line, his
dark hair blowing in
the breeze and his
blue eyes riveted on
the scene before him.
He was entirely oblivious to the commotion around him, even
to the boisterous cal Is
of
his
shipmates,
Christian Potholm as a folk high school
"We're there - at last
student in America
we're there - soon we'll be picking up gold from the streets
and licking honey from the trees."
But Peter Christian Peterson Potholm was not listening,
perhaps becuase it was not gold or honey that he was looking
for, but some new adventure with a challenge. Could it be
that this skyline of faint lights in the distance would be 'the
promosed land'?
The night before, after a rather noisy farewell party which
happened to include his twenty second birthday, he had
stood on the same spot gazing across the dark water into his
future, while his mind was looking back upon his past. He
could see himself as a little lad sweeping up the shavings in
his father's shop, a wing of Holmegaard. Soren Petersen
Potholm was a builder of homes in the town of Bredsten near
Vejle in Jutland. Several apprentices worked in the shop
making the inside and outside trimmings for which Soren was
well-known. He remembered the happy childhood days,
playing with his sisters Maren, Marie and Little Kristine. But
the happy days ended al I too soon for one day his mother,
Johanne, accidentally tipped over a pot of hot glue which
burned her so severely she was crippled for life. His father
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had suffered from asthma ever since his return from the war
in '64 so the death of both parents at a young age was
inevitable. Peter Christian quickly skipped over the following
year when he worked as a shepherd-boy to the happy day
when he inherited enough money to go to Vejle to be
apprenticed to a cabinet-maker. He recalled the long days of
strongly disciplined work and evenings of study, learning
design and architectural drawing, and also the kindly interest
and patience of the master. After five years of training
without a salary, he became a journeyman . But before
acquiring this coveted title he had to submit an original
sample of his skill. He chose to design and make a small
reproduction of a 'chatol' a cabinet used by the gentry to
display artifacts and silver; it was intricately designed and
carved by hand, and won high praise from his master.
As was customary in those days, a journeyman was
expected to finish his education by travelling abroad, studying
the works of artists and working under various masters.
Since Peter Christian's greatest desire was to see the world
he was soon on his way together with a friend, Charles
Bertelsen, who had become a copersmith. In three years time
they worked their way through Germany, Switzerland and
France, where, in Paris, the famous World's Fair was in
progre·ss. At Charles' insistence Peter Christian entered his
'chatol' in the artisan's competition and won first prize. Later
he would win the same at the World's Fair in Buffalo.
The two young men returned to Denmark to stay, but the
wanderlust was still in their bones so they decided to see
America before they settled down.
Peter Christian was awakened from his reverie of the past
by a nudge from Charles. "Aren't you going to bed? It's late,
and we are landing early." "No!" answered Peter Christian,
"I'm going to sleep on deck. I don't want to miss a thing."
Now it happened that among the shipmates were two
young gfrls who were bound for Hartford, Connecticut so, the
boys, having no special destination, were easily induced to
accompany them. At the Hartford depot they were met by
Pastor Gregersen who took them home with him.
Later he got a job for each one except Charles who
decided to try his luck in Boston having heard that better
opportunities in his line of work were there. It proved to be
so, for he got a job at the famous Boston Navy Yard where he
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remained until his death. He married, raised a family, and
helped to establish a Danish congregation.
Some months after their arrival in Hartford, some young
people gathered together at the parsonage to celebrate a
birthday. By chance on that very day two young Danish girls
had arrived from Denmark. With them was a thirteen year old
girl from Sylt, a German island near the Danish border. An
uncle who owned a farm in the country was to get her the
following day. The evening must have been a trial to the shy
little maiden, who spoke no Danish, but Peter Christian
coaxed her into playing games with the others. Little did he
know then that the evening was to prove to be the most
crucial in his life.
It was at this point of time that he dropped the Peter and
the Petersen from his name realizing that in America a long
appendage was of no value, in fact a nuisance. The surname
Potholm had been adopted by his great grandfather when he
bought Holmegaard on which was found an ancient Viking
mound containing broken pieces of 'Potteskaar' (pottery), hence the name Potholm.
Hartford was fine! But after a few months Christian felt
the urge to move on, especially since he had heard that
Grand Rapids was the center of the American furniture
industry, and in need of workers. But he was to be disappointed, for the machine-made furniture was sadly lacking in
craftsmanship and offered no challenge for him, so he went
on to Chicago. Here he found a welcome colony of his
country-men, a job, and further education in architectural
drawing. Although work-wise Chicago proved as disappointing
as Grand Rapids the association with the fellow immigrants
planted a new seed for his future fulfillment. It was through
them that he learned about Ashland Folk High school in
Michigan where he spent the winter of 1893-94. At this time·
Pastor N.S. Kjems was president and L. Henningsen a teacher.
Judging by his autograph book he won many friends among
both pupils and teachers . But his greatest gain, one that was
to motivate the rest of his life, was a new appreciation of the
cultural and spiritual philosophy of N.F.S. Grundtvig. It was
· easy for him to adopt this concept of living for he was by
nature, temperament, and faith an eager disciple. He had
little interest in theology, but firmly believed that "faith
without works was dead"; added to this was an innate love of
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everything, be it of the mind, body or spirit, that promoted
good fellowhsip with his fellow men. During this happy
experience at Ashland, Christian met F.L. Grundtvig, the son
of Bishop Grundtvig, who became an ideal for him. Later in
his own home the autographed portrait of Grundtvig hung
above his desk to remind him of his motto. "O, maatte mit
Liv kun vorde til Gavn-for Kirke og Folk i Jesu Navn" (Oh,
could my life but be of service to Church and mankind in
Jesus Name).
After these two events Christian felt ready to return to
Denmark to start a career. He decided to visit friends along
the way and then make a stop-over in Hartford for a final
farewell. But fate deemed otherwise! It happened at this time
that the "Ungdomsforening" (young people's society) was
planning an enormus undertaking, a FAIR that hopefully
would make enough money to start building a church.
Christian was induced to stay and soon became deeply
involved. A hall was hired and all kinds of engrossing and
fascinating entertainment was offered.
Christian made a large Cyclorama where for ten cents one
might see pictures of the wonders of the world. Two unforgettable and momentous things happened at that FAIR; the
first was that with nickels, dimes, quarters and occasional
fifty c.ents and dollars enough money was collected to start
the building of the church. The second important happening,
at least to Christian, was the arrival of a pretty young girl,
Kathrine Marie, who, when introduced, reminded him that
they had met once before at the parsonage some years ago.
This chance second meeting led to an engagement, which,
however, presented a major problem. In the intervening years
Kathrine's parents had immigrated to America; she had
attended school here and was loath to leave the country. In
this instance the lady won, but with the proviso that she must
learn to speak Danish before the gentleman would marry her.
While ~athrine was learning Danish, Christian was making the
alter, pulpit and baptismal font for the newly completed
church, where in May, 1897, the marriage was performed with
the entire Danish colony in attendance.
***************
The preceding paragraphs of Christian Potholm's life have
been written from hearsay, but the following are remembrances from my own life.
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By the time my brother Valdemar and I were born papa
had built our home on an acre of land on which was my
mother's garden, a poultry yard, swings and seesaws, and a
Lysthus, (summerhouse) for outdoor eating and playing. Not
only was this our home, but that of many young immigrants,
both Danish and German, often staying until a job could be
found for them. All holidays were visitors day for the young
people. I can remember many a summer night when twenty
or more would be playing games in the garden and drinking
coffee in the Lysthus. After a few years my brothers Charles
and Harald came to enrich the family. Although my parents
both spoke excellent English we spoke only Danish in the
home until we went to school. My father had the conviction
that knowing the culture of one country opened the way to
understanding and appreciation of other cultures. Since he
did not as yet know the cultural life of his new country he
was determined to teach us that of his native land. I have
always been grateful to my parents for that early training. For
one thing, learning a language by ear gave me not only the
formation of words but also of tone and inflection that
proved invaluable in my profession later on.
Papa spent many an hour visiting the sick and the elderly,
always with a book of poems in his pocket. So it was natural
that as soon as I reached the age of six I was dragged along
to add to the entertainment. My first impressive performance
was al I the verses of the song "Det var en 1¢rdag aften", a sad
tale of love which always made a hit because the tears
streamed down my cheeks . But that too paid dividends, for
once my father promised me a nickel if I would memorize
Longfellow's Hiawatha. After I had learned to play the piano I
was allowed to stay up late on Sunday nights, only because
the group of young people assembled in the parlor wanted to
sing, and sing they did sometimes 'till midnight.
As we grew older papa felt that we needed better
educated teachers to supplement our home training. So he
became instrumental in establishing a six week summer
school in the church with qualified teachers from Denmark.
In spite of the three mile walk to and from the church we
enjoyed our lessons, together with picnics, parties and
boat-rides. I can still remember such teachers as Helveg,
Rasmussen, Juhl and Skinh¢j and many others, who gave us a
sense of pride in our ancestral roots.
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As far back as I can remember visiting artists and lecturers
from Denmark and the West stayed in our home; eminent
people such as Adam Dan with his daughter Thyra, Jeppe
Aakjc.er's son Esben, and many others. But, to me, the most
illustrious of these was the actress Fru Oda Nielsen who
produced a one act play in which I had a minor role, very
minor. It consisted of a walk-on with three lines, but that was
enough to make me stage-struck for life.
Only once was I disillusioned by these itinerant visitors. It
was when a rather cranky, disheveled elderly man who had
toured the west stopped in on his way back to Denmark. I
must admit he was a good story-teller, but I did f10t like him.
The reason was, that his luggage included a potato bag
packed solid with dirty clothes which he handed my mother
as if he were conveying a favor. In later years I realized how
little praise and credit was given the pioneer women who
with large families, few conveniences, or money kept open
house for hundreds of homeless immigrants. Theirs was
indeed an unsung service to God and man.
So the years passed until we were teen-agers. In the meantime my father had established his own business, which like
his father's before him, was a builder of HOMES. This gave
him more free time, time to work on a project which he
called his Ashland dream. This dream was to build a similar
folk school in the East. To that end the family spent every
Sunday driving through the country to find a suitable
location. At various meetings he excited others to the cause.
Among them was Marius Andersen of Brooklyn and his wife
Gine, who were dedicated workers for Danes in America.
After much searching an old farm with enough acreage was
found, about ten miles outside of Hartford. Now the fun
began! Every weekend my brothers and other young men
worked hard to build a dam in a creek for bathing and a
pavilion for entertainment and sleeping. The young men also
attract~d young girls who painted, sewed and cooked for
everyone.
At long last Vennelejr as it was named, was ready to
welcome its hosts and leaders, Jacob N9Srregaard and his wife
Bertine with their family of three children. This proved to be
a happy choice. Jacob, a former gym teacher in Minneapolis
schools was endowed with a lovely tenor voice and a gift for
writ_ing poetry. Bertine was an ideal hostess - vivacious, kindly
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and untiring.
Vennelejr never did become a folk school, probably
because most of the immigrants were factory workers and
mechanics and vacations were little known, and of short
duration. But for some years under the excellent leadership of
Jacob and Bertine, Vennelejr became a very happy recreation
home for old and young alike. It was eventually sold to the
N¢rregaards who still maintained an open-house for all who
needed their hospitality.
My papa, like all human beings, must have had many
frailties, but I just didn't see them. Although this story is of
Christian Potholm's life, it is meant to be representative of the
many clergymen and lay people living in the Eastern USA,
who worked with zeal to maintain and promote the best of
gifts from their native land.

Dagmar Potholm Petersen was born in Hartford, Connecticut of Danish and
German parentage. She was educated in Denmark and the USA, primarily in
studies pertaining to the theater - acting, directing and lecturing. She notes that
her pride and interest in her Danish ancestry led to distinction for her son, Charles
William, who has been invited to speak in London, in September, to the Naval
Conference on the Danish Navy from 1400 to 1800, the subject of his docturate.
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The Feilberg Letters:
A Danish Family's Reflections on
Canadian Prairie Life
By Jorgen Dahlie
Danske Emigranter opfylder ikke altid de Krav, der stilles
til Folk i et nyt, uf~rdigt Land. Men der er meget at
gj¢re for Folk, der er i Besiddelse af Udholdenhed og jernhaard Vilje.1
So wrote Aksel Sandemose, noted Danish-Norwegian writer
and himself an immigrant to Canada in 1927. When he spoke
of iron determination and perseverance, he might well have
been describing the Ditlev and Julie Feilberg family, a small
part of whose experiences in Canada are recounted in the
excerpts which follow. Without making too extravagant a
claim for the uniqueness of any one immigrant encounter
with a new land, one is nonetheless forced to acknowledge
that each individual or family brought with them their own
special cultural and intellectual resources. A reading of the
Feilberg letters reveals that this family had a noteworthy
heritage which serves them exceptionally well in this respect.
The Feilbergs were no longer young when they came to
the sparsely settled Nokomis region of south-central Saskatchewan. Ditlev came in 1910, aged 43; Julie, 46, came a year
later with five of their eight children. Ditlev was born in 1867
in Odense, the son of the noted folklorist, linguist, and
pastor, Henning Frederik Feilberg and Louise Anna (v.
Nutzhorn) Feilberg. He spent some time in the Danish marine,
went to Chicago in 1891 and returned to Denmark in 1897. He
met Julie in Chicago and they were married there in 1892 and
their children, Eva, Niels Peter, and Anna (who did not
accompany them to Canada) were born in the United
States.2 Julie M¢rch was born in 1865 in Hiller¢d; there is
some evidence that she was a student of Feilberg, Sr. in
Askov before going to Chicago. Ditlev died in East Braintree,
Manitoba in 1944, Julie in 1953.3
Their life in Canada was not a "success" story if measured
by great material prosperity. But it was certainly so seen as a
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struggle against the fearsome odds of a harsh, unyielding
environment that seemed determined to thwart their efforts to
provide a decent life for their family. In the letters which
follow, we get some insight into the character of Ditlev and
Julie Feilberg, some sense of their concern for their children's
welfare. Henning, aged 16 when he arrived was the oldest and
proved, through necessity and his own determination, to be
indispensable to the family's survival. Marie, aged 12, and
Elisabeth, Haakon, and Nicolaj, all under seven, were to have
their turn in due course.4
The letters speak for themselves: perhaps what they point
out as much as anything is the quiet strength of character,
the sense of duty, a spirit of tempered optimism-and good
humour-which pervaded the Feilberg home. These were
qualities much in demand and the Feilbergs were furtunate to
possess them.
Nokomis, SaskatchewanS
January 14, 1911
My dear friends!
On July 12 I went on board the steamship in Esbj~rg and
sailed over the Vesterhavet together with many others,
particularly young men, and I noticed almost at once that the
little pixie Cupid had sneaked on board. One of the young
girls threw her charm my way in lieu of a more worthy object.
We had good weather on the crossing; no one was seasick,
and after 30 hours sailing we arrived at Grimsby, where we
were taken in hand with another group. We crossed England
with good speed. I noticed the English countryside was clean
and richlooking. The grass was as green and fresh as one sees
only in Denmark during May. Near the towns were vegetable
gardens to cheer a farmer's heart. When the sun went down
we could see the smelter ovens glowing from all sides; soon
we sped through tunnels and over high bridges with a view of
the houses down below us, their lights gleaming like a string
of pearls under us and on every side. In Liverpool we were
lodged in fifth or sixth class hotels. We arrived one o'clock at
night and discovered in the morning that we were among
people from the world over. (blandt alle jordens folkslag)
Although there were great churches and other public
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buildings iri Liverpool the town was the filthiest place I had
ever seen and the smoke so acrid that it tore at one's throat.
Indeed, when we had gone aboard and were at anchor in the
harbour, one could not see the sun for smoke and it is easy
to believe there is never sunshine in the large English
industrial towns, other than on an occasional Sunday. The
ship we were to go with was large and well equipped, and the
food was good. Cupid, the scamp had already signed on. The
young girl, who had already indicated her infatuation for me
when crossing Vesterhavet, and who wept bitterly when she
feared our paths were diverging, met two young Norwegians
out on the Atlantic and now no longer knew me. But, listen
to what we did experience: a young woma~ made great fuss
over a youth, who in his predicament tried to jump overboard. Luckily the helmsman caught him and hauled him in
again. But the fellow was hardly greatful and struck the
helmsman in the face. He should not have .done that-he was
put in irons and sent back to England.
My time .on board was spent chiefly in the first-class
kitchen peeling potatoes with a machine, cutting cabbages,
turnips and mushrooms, etc., to fill the stew pots.
On the 17th we had a moving and solemn divine service.
The pastor spoke of a land, which we saw as the promised
land, _and bade us remember, that should we reach it and find
good fortune, it was God's will, and in the future should we
come up against misfortune and disappointment it would be
God's love and faith that would sustain us.
On the 19th we saw Bell Island, a large rock with crevices,
from which icebergs fell into the straits, and we sailed among
the most spectacular icebergs, beautiful in the bright sun in
all the colours .of the rainbow, but withal extremely cold.
We were two days in Gulf of St. Lawrence, it was so wide
we could see nothing of the coastline. Now and then we
caught a glimpse of New Brunswick with fragments of rocks
and deep, narrow inlets marked with sawmills.
Quebec (city) is situated on the heights above the sound,
a good harbour with many ships in port. We tried naturally to
make a good impression on the inhabitants. One old fellow
emptied his fountain pen in water and had coloured his white
hair and beard to make it appear he was younger than he
was. He was unlucky with the colour-it was closer to blue.
One servant fellow who during the whole passage had worn

a
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(underwear) shorts instead of pants and had as a consequence
had his shirt out front and back, appeared with it tucked in.
In Quebec city we were taken through customs and registered
for the sake of reliable statistics- you know, of course, that
there are three kinds of lies - white lies, black lies, and
statistics - I was taken in as a British Jew. They gave us a
name and let us go.
It was after midsummer (June 22) when I left Denmark,
but noticed from the train that spring has just started here;
the oats had not yet sprouted and the weather was raw and
cold like April at home. However, as the train moved us
further inland, the year progressed too; we made it to
Toronto, the main city, by "midsummer."
While I stayed there I took a trip around town with three
Danish girls. They were enthused by the beauty of Queen's
Park, with grass, trees, and flowers in rich profusion. From
there we rolled along through the province of Ontario, saw
the fruit orchards, with the nice rich fruit trees from which
large apple crops are sent annually to Denmark. The landscape was rocky; on fields the first fall work was underway
and the barley had started to ripen. Apparently the hay dried
without turning. The one who walked behind the hayrack had
an easy time when it came to loading. He would pull the hay
together, lift it up where two men arranged it with forks.
There was a hoist for unloading.
Our route went south of the Canadian border, through
Michigan where the wheat was ripening and Indiana where it
was clearly fall, threshing having been started in some places
and corn had reached a man's height. We went so quickly
through Chicago I never had a chance to see much. I parted
company there with some of my companions, but met two
newcomers who had travelled over on the same ship as I had;
when there are over 1400 passengers on board, it is easy to
miss one another.
The weather changed from the almost tropical heat of
Chicago; in Duluth, Minnesota, the temperature was
comfortable, and as we stayed over a few hours, I took a tour
of the surrounding mountains to look over the land. Duluth is
up on the heights, Superior on the flat on the other side of
the lake. These places are now two large towns which 20
years ago were scarcely thought of and in 20 more years, I
believe, will be the size of Chicago. There is a place for a
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railway junction, a good harbour, with upland wheat country
and that will make the future. It was a beautiful sight.
Our next stop was in Winnipeg, the capital city of
Manitoba, and we were again on Canadian soil where the
route went, so it seemed, through endless forest. In Saskatchewan we came to the billowing prairie with trees only
along the river, otherwise just sod and water holes. The main
city (Winnipeg) you can undoubtedly find in a Konversationslexikon as an insignificant spot in a flat wilderness area,
founded about 20 years ago but from where the settlers
moved when they discovered nothing would grow there. Now
the town is located in a more fertile region where all kinds of
grain crops grow to maturity. It is a fairly straight forward
system to farm here in that the farmer prepares the land in
the fall, conserves the moisture of the winter season and
disturbs the soil as little as possible in the spring. There are
now approximately 14,000 inhabitants here.
Once I had got on to the ways here I found working
conditions to be good. Then it was a matter of finding a place
and in that I was lucky too, through getting a piece of land,
though I had to build the house myself. I worked for a
farmer for $2.50 per day and learned at once how to handle
the tools and farm equipment. Here one lets the hay stand
long enough to dry, then it is cut by machine and then put in
as big· a stack as possible. This makes as good hay as one
could hope for and it is cheap too. On his own acreage one
grows wheat, and cuts hay on land which has not been taken
up or which is still under the control of the railway
companies. For the labour one can grow his own green peas,
but the prairie or buffolo grass is never wasted even if it
stands a long time. I have been able to salvage good hay late
in November.
On such a Canadian farm one sees a little bit of everything. Yesterday morning wild geese, tame ducks, horses, and
cows came in a delightful procession, while a gasolinepowered tractor followed with the noise and confusion of a
half hundred automobiles. People are here from the most
unusual places. Besides me on the farm there is a young
Englishman, once a book-keeper for his father, a wealthy
entrepreneur in England. He wanted to see the new world, got
work here and there and so the story goes. A Scot, who had
studied for the ministry took instead a position in a bank,
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then served as a mounted police in South Africa and is now
here as well. In addition we have an Irish peasant, a logger
from Ontario, who rented out his place in order to look
around more in Canada. These men can tell many remarkable
stories from all parts of the world, from charting expeditions
to the arctic for the government, about fishing on the coast
and the fishing banks, about poor roads and good, fortune
and misfortune in their separate experiences! The Irishman
was without any doubt the best storyteller.
I have now built a house and live like an ordinary farm
worker, earning enough for a living in the winter, looking
after cows, horses, and some mules for a progressive
neighbour who settled here five years ago. He is now one of
the oldest settlers here, an upstanding, good neighbour who
hopefully will be married this winter; his beloved, I trust, will
profit by this as has my wife.
Our main town Nokomis (600 inhabitants) is a typical such
town with a mayor, municipal office, 2 hotels, 2 banks, a
goldsmith, newspaper office, barber shop, 4 restaurants, tailor,
saddle maker, photographer, 2 doctors, a dentist and much
more, so you see we have civilization not more than a Danish
mile away. I live close to a station where there is as yet no
post office.
Yours,
Ditlev

Nokomis, Saskatchewan
July 12, 1911
My dear sister,
I really must say that I don't think it's right to have a
snowstorm in the middle of May. But we had one. Last year
there was a deep snowfall in the middle of June and for that
we could thank God for otherwise there would have been no
harvest because it was then we got the last moisture before
autumn . Last week we had white frost at night, it was cold,
but did not do much damage. The climate has been extremely
variable for the short time we have been here. As our
neighbour woman, Mrs. Gtiebel remarked yesterday: "Here we
have every kind of weather!" including snowstorm heat

'
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winds, rain, abominable dust storms, hail, lightning and
thunder, suddenly such a storm that the cellar door dances
two or three feet up in the _air, then hoar frost again followed
by sweltering heat and seldom two days the same. By this
reckoning the "healthiest climate in the world" as it is alleged
to be, is not too agreeable. But, one has to agree, there is a
lot of sunshine.
The wheat must be seeded by May 1st. When we arrived
here at the end of the month the prairie still hadn't turned
green, the rosebushes had no blossoms, nor the buffalo grass
any leaves. That's a low bush which covers the greater part of
the unbroken prairie.
You asked about water. My husband dug a well just after
we arrived and, to_our great delight, we immediately got a
fresh, clear, good-tasting, liberal supply of water. The first few
days it had been necessary to carry water from a neighbour
some minutes away. You can understand how lucky we ar_e
when I tell you that a shortage of water is the land's real
shortcoming. On large areas of land the ground is unworkable
because of the alkali. It is a white, sticky clay with salty
water, the drinking water is like Epsom Salt and is naturally
unsuitable for washing. The children get sick from drinking it.
Our own water is exceptional and we are really lucky in this
respect. The way to get a wel I here is to ·get a sandy area and
dig down until the water appears and then to put some pipe
down with a sandpoint on it. This goes down some 6-8 feet in
the ground and replenishes the water. To note just how
difficult it can be to get water here is illustrated by the
problem our neighbour had who tried to dig a well in sixteen
different locations without any luck. It is supposed to be even
-more difficult in the Province of Alberta.
And now to tell you of our stove. The one we have in our
little low cabin is almost regal: a large first-class range with a
remarkable oven for baking. You probably realize that we
have t9 make our own bread if we are to have any, indeed,
we have it so primitive here that we also make our own yeast
of vegetable mash, flour, salt, sugar, and if we aren;t
fortunate enough to borrow a cup from the neighbours we
have to do without. Back in Denmark I was used enough to
baking but here things have to be prepared differently and, in
the beginning, I had a .lot of trouble and work as I
encountered one failure after another. Now I have learned
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how to do things. We also make our own butter here but we
buy whenever the cows are dry and then we are fortunate to
be able to buy from the neighbours. It costs 25¢ a pound but
it is of poor quality; at another farmer I can get it for 15¢ but
is inedible. We pay $2.25 for 100 lbs. of flour. $1.15 for
twenty pounds of sugar and $.40 for a pound of good beans.
Henning is now at Richters. For everyone's sake I prefer
this, even though the work is extremely heavy. Richter is a
real worker, of Scots extraction, a scholar in the Old Country
and a lively, interesting individual 27 years of age, with a
pretty young wife almost 20. He tells Henning: "always jump,
never stand still, that is the way to get rich here!"
But it is not always so easy for a half-grown young man to
be on the run from five in the morning to after nine at night
without a pause, except to eat. Once in a while it is tough for
him but he goes back cheerfully and stays with the work as
well as he can.
Using our horses and a plow with a seat on it he has
ploughed the whole open field area. Richter rewards him with
his own quarters and shows great friendliness towards him
and it must be said that he gets the best of food. The place
comprises 300 acres, eight horses, three cows.
Yesterday was Elisabeth's birthday and Henning was
supposed to come over in the afternoon for hot chocolate
and cake. He didn't until eight in the evening and I told him
at once that that was wrong. Still, we set the table, brought
out the Danish flag and tried to look happy. But it happened,
as it has with so many others who have tried to have a
celebration far, far from everyone-we couldn't do it. First,
Henning put his arms on the table and burst into tears. Marie
can't bear to see anyone crying without doing the same and
Elisabeth, so sweet and fresh, cried too, I think, because her
birthday celebration was spoiled. The two little ones sat and
looked on in dispair. That day Henning had been loading hay
since early morning, the same the previous day, his hands
were swollen and stiff and he had also to do the milking.
Often he is both cheerful and active when he comes home
and I have insisted that he comes home Sunday afternoons.
He needs to get washed up and to get some extra sleep. It's
a hard school he is in but he could scarcely know beforehand
what it would be like, mere boy that he was. Richter wants to
learn Danish and reads quickly from the book, completely
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wrong, of course,while Henning almosts bursts from laughter.
Richter sings and plays unusually well and his small room fills
with song and it spills out over the prairie. One psalm he sang
I recognized and joined in with them and he immediately
began to harmonize.
Here there is unfortunately not enough work for my
husband in this neighbourhood. The last three weeks he has
been working about eleven miles from here. He leaves
'
Monday morning at four and comes home Friday afternoon. I
am alone here on the prairie with the four children and it is
not always so enjoyable. Never in my life have I been so
bruised, or so black and blue as in these past days-and everything is new and I am, if I may use the word, so ill-equipped.
Our cow is a little wild prairie type, has never been inside
before and many a time has led me and the milking a wild
chase out in the fields. She has kicked me pretty hard but I
believe I am starting to get the upper hand on her-I knock
three times under the table.
There is increasingly more blacksmith work to be done
here at home. For example, on days that my husband gets a
harrow with 118 teeth to be sharpened, he earns good
money-three cents per tooth. When he works out by the day
he earns about $2.00.
I have even been out myself. Stiebel has sown and
harrowed 10 acres for us and in return I was to help his young
wife who is totally inexperienced. I take the children with me
and while they play outside I do the inside work.
To get work horses is really a necessity and a good ox
costs $100.00. Tools, wagon, plow, machinery one can get
normally by paying over a three year period, for example, by
one-third of the crop receipts. That's the way we hope to get
our things in order.
You can well imagine that 160 acres is a big piece of land
and especially when one sees it as one whole, continuous flat
area. Last week my husband, children and I went for a trip
around the property. We got tired out by the length of the
journey and dismayed by the enormous loneliness of it all.
When we were nearly home, Haakon, who had been worn
out, cried, "Yes, we have indeed a large place in the world,
Mama!" But even one as ignorant as I am is amazed by the
land, its depth and fertility. Five years in a row one can grow
wheat, then the land lies fallow and regains its strength in a
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year and there is no such a thing as fertilizer. Flax is supposed
to pay really well but the risk is greater than for wheat as it
does not tolerate any frost. Richter thinks he will make
$3,000.00 by fall but that is the only income for the year and
one must always remember that there are such things as wind
and weather. Six years ago, when the country was first
opened up, he came here with another Scot who became
insane from the loneliness.
On the green, green, prairie there is a variegated floral
growth, right now literally millions of flowers, fragrant wild
roses, snowwhite anemones, large orange-coloured lilieseverything looks so beautiful against the green grass.
It's Friday afternoon and we have been looking for a point
on the horizon, it would by my husband but it unfortunately
looks as if he isn't coming. "I have so much to tell him!" says
Haakon, and Nicolaj adds, "This is the best place to be when
Papa is home!"
Goodnight, I am tired.
Yours,
Julie

Nokomis, Saskatchewa
November 13, 1911
Well, now we have experienced the worst. The mild
weather lasted only three days, then the cold hit with
renewed strength, we had storm and swirling snow with minus
20° weather. It is a good thing we have warm bedclothes with
us from Denmark; each has his own wool blanket so we at
least are warm in bed. My husband has stopped hauling grain
and is at home to make the house weather proof. We have
now got double windows, storm door and straw around the
bottom of the house. The first winter is undoubtedly the
worst. The children have felt boots and thick, home knitted
stockings. They are unfortunately unable to go outside, and
the day is therefore long. At the moment they have set up
some boxes and are practicing jumping. Nicolaj is up on a
high box, he calls half in jest and half seriously, "Mama, they
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think I'm bigger than I am and that I can jump down but I
can't! - -however, I need another year" he adds. But
Haakon and Elisabeth are unyielding and virtually make him
jump down. They have made a see-saw out of a shelf and
another box. Haakon always has a rock or some object which
he fancies to be a remarkable animal. Elisabeth plays with
paper dolls, Marie helps me the most, cleans house, sews,
reads, and makes doll clothes for Elisabeth. We both are
agreed that she has really grown up. One day she said-I
should remind you it's just seven months since we left
Helsing~r and she is not yet thriteen - "it was when I was a
child that we lived in Helsing~r!" She, as well as Henning, has
steadfastly helped in this trying time and has relieved some of
my burden. I will give you an example. My husband had
managed to borrow two horses and wanted to go to town for
coal. There are countless other things to get too when one
hasn't been in a store for four months so I decided to go
along with him. It was the coldest day yet, but when one is
free one has to take advantage of the time. I fired up and left
home about ten in the morning. It is two Danish miles (14
miles) at least to drive; we had to eat while there, load up
coal, run errands, and it was nine-thirty before we came
home. Marie had watered the cows, milked, and fed the pigs.
The children were in bed, asleep and warm. She herself was
almost beside herself, threw up and cried a little. The bitter
cold always had to be taken into consideration. One must
carry out hot water to the animals otherwise it freezes, one
has to walk in the freezing snow, and the biting wind enters
into any opening. It turns dark early. If I had any idea that
the trip to town would take so long, I would never have gone,
out of consideration for the children. But it turned out all
right. The six weeks she (Marie) was at Richters, she was very
capable and his assessment of her was, "she is a good, wee
lassie!" She was up every morning at 'fiv'e to cook breakfast,
and what Richter was so pleased about was that when they
came home from thre~hing, all the hay was in for the six
horses, the cows had been fed and chickens were inside. One
thing she is proud of-she bought felt boots for Nicolaj and
herself with her own money and in addition mitts and underclothes for herself. That's the reason the children act so silly
when they run to try on their new boots. Little Nicolaj provides the entertainment, I compare him to Sam Weller in the
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Pickwick Club. He is always loveable, even under difficult
conditions, dear, sweet, amusing. One Sunday, just before it
turned so cold, we went with my husband who was on the
way to pick up some scrub wheat on an abandoned farm.
Nicolaj sat there wrapped up in a sheepskin coat with a red
toque on his head, looking rather alone on a bundle in the
middle of the wagon. We drove across the prairie, through a
dried up creek bed, over bumpy terrain and gopher holes, over
buffalo manure, and when we started home with eight bushels
of wheat I stood up to hold on to the sacks. It became dark
and turned colder and the wind blew until finally I thought,
"the devil with the wheat" and sat down beside Nicolaj,
whose eyes were wide with terror and held the blankets
around him. He snuggled up close to me and said, "Would
that we were just born, then we would not have come this
afternoon!" A little while later "if only I was in heaven!" and
after another interval when the rain swept down, "If only I
was grown up I would storm and rage!" But when we finally
came home and had had tea and all the children were in bed
with their mother, he was happy again and ventured to say "if
you should die, Mama what then?" "Then I would bury
you, give you flowers and warm you up so you would be
happy!" From (my) father's funeral service he got the impression that burial is a kindness that one bestows on another.
Haakon goes out of his way to do like his father whom he
venerates. That he (the father) could build this whole house
without help, that he could make a pig trough that didn't
leak, and that he could make a seam from a red-hot piece of
iron,-these he sees as wonderful accomplishments.
We had papered-only one day and the floor was horribly
dirty. While I was busy scrubbing it Hans remarked, "It
certainly is a mess, it's a good thing that Papa does not have
to wash it!"
Good night for this time!
Yours,
Julie
June 6, 1913
Just think, a month has gone by since I started (this
letter). Summer has come. May 17 we had a snow storm, it
lasted a day with a heavy snowfall, then summer came with
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its heat and the mosquitoes. There are myriads of them and
they are the summer's plague. In the afternoons we like to sit
outside but it is impossible on account of the mosquitoes.
We have planted and seeded in the garden; much has
come up, some has been killed by the frost but seeded anew.
The children charge out in the mornings, still drugged with
sleep to see if the seeds in their small gardens have grown.
Never did I imagine I would hear so much about sunflowers.
"Mama my sunflower has four petals now," - "Now it has
grown a little more," - "Now there is a disgusting worm that
has bitten mine," and so on. Haakon was certain that his
pumpkin had grown more during the night than was normal
but the reason was he had sat down beside the plant in the
afternoon and whispered to it: "Grow, grow, hocus pocus,
fileas!" Elisabeth calls all her flowers "daisies" because she
thinks that is what they are. None of them is yet more than
an inch out of the ground.
This (the children and the gardens) is the only thing I have
which I can call happiness - well, Christmas, but then it is
so dark and cold and different from what we remember. And
even now I can never give them even one small thing that
goes with the garden: a rake, a small watering can, or anythig
else.
During the night we had one of those frightful storms such
that it is impossible to understand how the house can stand
up to it. It seems as if each hot spell has to end with a storm
- Today it is cold. Lightning and thunder, so strong that we
shake in our beds. A terrible tragedy occurred. An old couple
a mile from here had worked and strived as pioneers must.
Last spring they built a huge barn, it had just been finished,
and they had 11 horses, 5 cows, calves, 100 chickens, hay,
their machinery and seed - all was stored inside. Everything
burned up-the lightning struck it and they had no insurance,
only a few have it.
The old woman went crazy and her husband could not
leave. None of the neighbours came to help, people thought
it was a haystack, one of the scores which burn every
afternoon. A beautiful coalblack stallion which we all
admired, burned,-everything!
Thursday of last week Marie and I drove to town, it was
the first time since we came here that we could go together
as shoppers. Nicolaj came along, the weather was beautiful.
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The prairie was green, outstretched to our view, with
countless small, blue rush-garlanded lakes. The sky high and
mighty, flocks of white gulls shining like sunbeams in the
clear air, the view stretching out for miles to all sides, the
whole so unique and of a kind analagous to the ocean or the
endless forest. Often when I see how nice it can be here I
cast down my eyes and go sad and melancholy inside, lock
both the door and my heart.
But there are other occasions when it appears that the
curtain has been rolled up and one must lift one's eyes up
and meet the Creator's gaze through the view of nature. It
must sound far-fetched but that is the way it is here. One sees
the "all of Heaven." Little Nicolaj was along, boy that he is,
talked incessantly and at one point said "Mama, I am certain
if I could see a little bit better; I could certainly see the
Angel of the Lord." That's so suggestive. One sees so far and
wishes yet to see more.
We bought many different things but first we went to the
post office. When we saw the long parcel we thought there
would be tea in it and we didn't buy any, however there was
none, it was a package of other goods. We had a nice trip,
and we all said so when we got home. "But you went the
wrong way many times, both of you," said Nicolaj. Yes, how
is it possible to do otherwise! Once we forgot to look after
the horses and they took off across the prairie.
Sometimes Marie and I talk about a visit to Denmark. But
she says, "No, it will just be harder afterwards, there will be
new sorrow and tears. And then I will lose you and Papa!"
Times I have to think about what she and Haakon and I
scrape together and how my husband works, that it might
have been easier to make ends meet without our homestead.
But the work that has been put into it should pay, that I
hope, that I wish and must hope for.
Kind regards to you all,
Your Julie
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FOOTNOTES

1. Aksel Sandemose, "Danskeren I Canada," Danmarksposten m. 6 (June, 1928),
151. Though somewhat unsympathetic to emigration from Denmark,
Sandemose's trilogy on Danish life In Canada, Nybyggere i Alberta, September,
and Ensj,'>m_and gar land, gives a balanced viewpoint, even as it reflects some
of the writer's ambivalence which eventually prompted him to leave Canada
and Denmark for Norway.
2. Eva became a teacher in Denmark, married her cousin, Paul M,crch who aided
the escape of Jewish refugees to Sweden during World War II. Niels Peter was
an artist, brought up by an aunt in HillertS<l, died In Italy in 1964. Anna married
the renowned musician Johannes Viggo Pedersen who was the organist in the
Grundtvig Church. Henning was also born in the United States and was 16 at
the time of his arrival in Nokomis.
3. Ditlev's death from appendicitis came about because there was no road open in
the winter to the farm in East Braintree, some 60 miles from Winnipeg.
4. Henning enlisted for service in both World Wars. In 1939, he was the 701st
volunteer in Canada to join up, despite ·being 45 years of age and was in the
Seaforth Highlanders five years. A number of his letters from World War I are in
the Feilberg collection. Marie married a J~rgen La Cour, son of a well-known
Danish editor. Elisabeth attended normal school in Saskatoon in 1924, taught in
the Nemeha School near Nokomis, later married a Swedish farmer, Per Arvid
Sundquist and lives now near Watrous, Saskatchewan. Haakon and Nicolaj are
on the Feilberg farm in East Braintree where they have a successful strawberry
business. Haakon met with a logging accident in the 1950s, is now a paraplegic
but has himself been working on an account of the Feilberg family in Canada.
5. All of the letters were sent from Nokomis. The East Braintree letters are in
manuscript form in Aalborg. It is not clear to whom the letters were addressed in
all instances: many went to Feilberg, Sr., some to Julie's sister, others to her
children and to Ditlev's sister as well.
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BIBLIOGRAPHIC NOTE
I have consulted a number of documents and sources, including personal letters
and interviews, in working with the Feilberg letter collection. First, I wish to acknowledge the generous assistance of Henning Feilberg of Vancouver, for permission to
examine the family notebook in his possession. It provided a number of important
details in the Family's experiences in Canada and Denmark. Similarly, I am
indebted to Johanne Margrethe Lervad, Askov, Denmark, a longtime family
acquaintance and correspondent bf Henning's who helped to collect the material
for the notebook. Elisabeth Feilberg Sundquist of Watrous, Saskatchewan, kindly
provided a sketch of her shcool experiences during the 1920s both as student and
teacher. Kristian Hvidt called my attention to his citation of Julie Feilberg's letters in
Danes Go West. During my stay in Aalborg in June, 1976, I was greatly assisted by
the late Holger Bladt and Inger Bladt and given access to the manuscript sources of
Ditlev and Julie Feilberg's correspondence in the Udvandrerarkivet.
The Feilberg letters were published originally by Gyldendalske Boghandel
Nordisk Forlag in two volumes, De Derovre (1912), and Hjemliv Paa Prairien
(1917) and later in a single volume, Hjemliv Paa Prairien De Derovre En Raekke
Breve Fra Canada (1927), and were collected by H.F. Feilberg (1831-1921). A
copy of the 1927 edition is in the Public Archives of British Columbia.
For details of the life of H.F. Feilberg I have consulted the Dansk Biografisk
Leksikon, vol. Vl, 616-619 and Marius Kristensen's preface to H.F. Feilberg's
Dansk Bondeliv Som Det i Vore OldeforCEldres Tid F,'>rtes Navnlig i Vestjylland
(Copenhagen: G.E.C. Gads Forlag, 1952).
Information on the town of Nokomis, Saskatchewan can be found in Edythe
Humphrey, Nokomis The Junction Town (Nokomis: Wreford Homemakers Club,
n.d. 1955?) and Wrigley's Saskatchewan Directory (1921-1922). I interviewed a
number of people there September 19 and 20, 1975. See note 32 p. 257 in H.
Palmer, ed. The Settlement of the West (Calgary: Comprint Publishing Company,
1977) and my chapter in ibid., "Scandinavian Experiences ... ," 102-113, when I
initially identified the Ditlev Frederiksen family by the pseudonym used by
Feilberg, Sr.
Succeeding letters will be published in future issues.

Jorgen Dahlie is presently Professor of Educational History and Chairman,
Department of Educational Foundations, University of British Columbia, Vancouver,
B.C. He received his Ph.D. in history from Washington State University in 1967
with a dissertation on Scandinavian immigration. He is currently writing a history of
Scandinavians in Canada and recently co-edited (with J. Donald Wilson) and
contributed articles to a special issue of Canadian Ethnic Studies. He has written
extensively on the educational experiences of minorities and has served as advisor
to the federal government on multicultural policy.
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The Wayfarer
A Story by Enok Mortensen
(Translated by Nanna Mortensen)
He stood on the deck and shivered in the raw morning air.
It was beginning to get light but the dawn was veiled in a
heavy wet fog. There was no rain but the air itself seemed like
one big mass of cold wetness. He couldn't see anything at all
but he kept standing there, nevertheless.
They must have sailed past Kronborg castle. He had
looked forward to seeing its green roofs and spires, but there
was nothing to see. The only signs of life were the seagulls
with their hoarse cries following in the wake of the ship. But
somewhere the land lay there, the old country that he hadn't
seen for countless years. The wisest thing to do would be to
go down and eat breakfast with the other passengers, but he
stubbornly remained standing there, staring blindly into
space.
When he closed his eyes he could plainly see the coastline
with the beech forests and all the pretty villa gardens. He
could see far out over the island of Sj~llard right to the
village of his childhood, that humble place where he had
grown up and where he had served his apprenticeship: there
was the village school in the curve of the road with its
memorial statue of Frederik VI I and the church with its
corbiestepped gables. He could see it all and knew every
house and its inhabitants.
But when he opened his eyes again the vision had
disappeared, and he was standing cold and alone in the thick
fog on the deck of a ship that sailed but never seemed to get
anywhere. However, this was no dream, this was reality. And
at last he did see some vague grey-blue shadows and shapes
appear. There were buildings and docks and cranes. He felt
the ship slow down its speed . The roar of a siren tore through
the stillness, and slowly the ship slid out of the fog toward
the dock which was as real as the cranes, the gangplank and
all the people.
So, Larsen was in Denmark again! It seemed strange to
him that everyone spoke Danish, even small children and the
uniformed officials. He should have felt at home but there
was something weird about it. Of course he understood all
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the words, but the sounds, the inflections, were strangely
unfamilar. Going ashore was uneventful. Was that really what
he had looked forward to through these many years? Well, of
course, he hadn't really expected any grand welcome. There
was no one to meet him, they were all dead, but shouldn't
there have been a special feeling of some sort on setting foot
once more in his homeland? Suddenly he was in Denmark
and it seemed as if he had never been gone. Or-could it be
that he had not as yet really come home? At any rate, it was
very different, somehow, from what he had expected.
He came through customs without difficulties and started
the motor in his big Buick. At once he felt on surer ground
and he drove slowly through the streets toward the center of
Copenhagen. He felt at home in the car but he was distrubed
that there was so little he remembered. He had expected
every house to be a nod from an old friend, but there were so
many new buildings and even the old familiar houses seemed
different from his memory of them.
Suddenly a car drove up beside him and a man leaned out
toward him with a red face and a stern, angry voice.
"It is against the law to drive so slmvly. You are obstructing traffic!" Well! It was a policeman. Larsen's ov:n far:2
got red and he felt angry. Imagine coming to Denmark and
nearly getting arrested for driving too slow! But of course, this
was only Copenhagen which, naturally, had become a big
city. Perhaps he had better find his way out of the metropolis
and drive homeA few hours later he stopped the car outside the old inn
of his childhood village. He went in and ordered a meal; and
waited interminably. Why in the world did it take so long to
get served? It was late before he had finished eating and
found his way up to his room .'
He was tired, but when he opened a window and looked
out over the little town his spirits lifted. He recognized the
white church with the red roof and the large windmill, but
the rest of the town looked as unreal and yet as beautiful as a
piece of theatrical scenery. Here and there he saw a house
which looked familiar, and down below in the market place
in front of the old general store he could dimly see the big
wooden \'Yatering pump.
Had he really come home? He lay in the strange featherbed and couldn't fall asleep. Was his old childhood home still
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standing, he wondered? First thing in the morning he must go
out there, past the creamery, along the curving road up a
high hill, and then down to a wide meadow with a creek
running through its green fields. The farm itself was built in
four lengths around a cobbled square and was half-timbered
with a thatched roof. He could visualize all the rooms and
every piece of furniture, the steep steps to the loft and the
little room that had been his. From its window there was a
wide view out over the meadows and off to the far sea. This
was where he had stood and gazed many a time and longed
to see a bigger world. Here his wanderlust had been
conceived, and once long ago when he had been at odds with
the world around him he had hidden an old knapsack and
made plans to run away from home. He could smile at the
thought now, but at the time it had been a serious matter.
Day after day he had carefully smuggled food away from the
adventure, he had mapped out a travel route and he had
gotten a compass. The knapsack had been the means by
which he had hoped to escape all his troubles and find
happiness beyond the meadows. Somehow his difficulties had
been resolved and he had almost forgotten the planned
adventure, but he could still remember where he had hidden
the kr.,apsack. Would it still be there, he wondered?
When he got up the next morning and went to the
window he had a real shock. It was not the old wooden pump
he thought he had seen by the general store, it was a pump
all right, but it was a gasoline pump by a filling station, and
the old store had changed too-now it was a co-op. The old
barn next to the store, where customers left their horses while
shopping, had disappeared. In its place was a garage.
He went down to the restaurant- and ordered breakfast.
The waiter was an older, baldheaded man who looked
askance at the guest:
"The gentleman is surely an American?"
"What? Well, yes, I suppose I am." How could he see
that, wondered Larsen?
"Have you been over there a long time?"
"Yes, forty years or more-"
"And now you've come home to take it easy?"
"Well, yes perhaps-"
"Of course," the waiter said, "we can't be anything like
America, but we have a pretty good life here in little
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Denmark. Are you from this area?"
"Yes, my parents had a small place out by the meadows.
Do you know where Enggaarden is?"
"Oh yes ."
"Who owns it now?"
"Goldborg, S¢ren Guldborg is the name of the owner."
"That's where I was born. My father's name was Jens
Larsen." He said the name with a questioning tone but the
waiter shook his head.
"Don't know him, it must be a long time ago."
Larsen left the hotel, as it was now called; in his childhood it hag been an inn, a kro. He went out into the little
town . That was where the cabinetmaker's shop should be, but
it wasn't. Instead there was a furniture store with factorymade
merchandise. There was the smithy-or was he wrong? It was
now a factory. And the wooden-shoe maker? The tailor shop?
None of them there any more! He recognized the old school
but it, too, was different from the way he had remembered it.
They must have enlarged it and added a big athletic field .
Farther on he saw an imposing brick building. "Home for the
Elderly", a sign told him . That was certainly an improvement
over the poorfarm of his childhood. He had no desire to visit
it. What business would he have in an old people's home? He
was looking for the kingdom of his childhood and for a loft
with rt hidden knapsack.
On he went. Strange that so many people were old! A
couple of women stood talking by a garden gate. He didn't
know them and they regarded him with suspicion . By the
statue of Frederik VJ I a group of children were swinging on
the iron chains just as in his own childhood, and suddenly he
felt very old. Where had all the long years gone, and what
was he doing in this place which was no longer his home?
He turned a corner and went up to the ancient church
which was surrounded by a cemetery. He had forgotten how
beautiful and well-kept a Danish cemetery could be. As a boy
he had walked past it with a feeling of dread, especially after
dark! Now it seemed strangely peaceful and homelike. There

were the same neatly raked gravel paths with their borders of
box-hedge, the same memorial stones with crosses and doves.
,,Rest in peace-'', he read. Yes, it was peaceful. Perhaps it was
because he recognized so many names : the old school
teacher and his wife, the master cabinet maker with whom he
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had served his apprenticeship, here and there a childhood
friend or a school mate. And here were the graves of his
parents.
The strange thing was that he was not overwhelmed by
sadness. On the contrary, it was a warm and beautiful
experience and he was glad and grateful that he had come
here.
·
He went back to the hotel and ordered dinner. The waiter
lingered by his table, brushing crumbs off the tablecloth.
"Well, did you take a good look at our nice little town?"
he said. "I suppose you are used to bigger and grander things!
But we don't complain-"
"A friendly place," Larsen said absently.
"And did you meet anyone you knew?"
"Yes, I recognized nearly everyone in the cemetery!"
The waiter quickly gathered up his napkin and headed for
the kitchen .
The road was now black-topped but it still curved up over
the hills and down to the meadows. Larsen had left his car at
the hotel and walked so that he could look for things he
could remember. In that red house one of his class mates had
once lived, but what was his name? He thought of going in
but decided not to. Who would remember him after so many
years? He walked past the driveway in deep thought. So far
he hadn't met a single person he knew. The land was there,
the meadows, and the farmsteads. It all seemed very
homelike and yet he felt like an alien. It was as if a chasm
had · arisen between him and the past. He could see it all
clearly but he couldn't get in touch with it and make it a part
of himself.
And suddenly he remembered the knapsack again. Was it
still there, he wondered. He hadn't thought about it for years,
but now he knew that he had come home to find it, if at all
possible. It had been the symbol of his longing for far-away
lands, it had held the dreams of his childhood in tangible
form. If he could find it, it would be a thread that he could
follow back through the labyrinth of the long years.
Crossing a bridge he paused in confusion. This must be
the creek-, but no, that was impossible! The creek of his
boyhood had been a wide stream flowing languidly through
the meadows, and this-just a ditch filled with muddy water
that one could spit across.
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Short of breath and puffing he finally turned in at the
portal of Enggaarden. Leaning against a wall he stood still. So
this was his boyhood home! Once again he felt a strange
mixture of dream and reality. Here he had lived through his
childhood. He knew every cobblestone, every brick in the
mossy walls, and yet it was not home. He had never felt more
like a stranger any place. It was not because the strawthatched roof had been replaced by ugly layers of corrugated
iron or because the doors and windows had been painted a
different color. It was not any of the outer visual changes that
made a difference; it was he, himself, who had changed, it
was as simple as that. No one can recreate what used to be,
the land of his childhood was a closed world, a locked door
without a key.
Larsen turned sadly and was about to leave, but then a
young, blond girl came out of a door with a pail in her hand.
She looked at him with surprise.
"Pardon me," Larsen said, "I was just passing by and got
tired and warm; would you mind giving me a glass of water?"
"Of course," said the girl with a friendly smile.
After drinking the wat€r, he felt better.
"My name is Larsen," he said, "and I used to live here."
The girl looked at him skeptically.
"Well, it was many years ago, my father's name was
Jens Larsen."
"Larsen? Yes, that must have been long ago, we've lived
here-always! But don't you want to come in, my parents are
not home at the moment-"
"Yes, thank you."
The girl led the way and opened a door to a room.
Larsen stood still and looked at the room and its contents.
There was not a single thing there that belonged to his lost
world.
"Won't you sit down a while?"
"No, thank you, I must go on, I just wanted to-now
don't laugh, but could I be allowed to go up to the loft a
minute?"
"To the loft?" The girl looked at him, uncertain anc:r
apparently a little afraid of him, and Larsen quickly
stammered, "Yes, you see, I would like to find out if there is
an old knapsack I hid up there when I was a child!"
He was up the steps almost before she laughingly nodded
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her assent. The door slid open and there was the loft. He felt
his way through the dimness and into the narrow spaces
under the roof beams. He recognized it all and went down on
his knees and searched. He lit a match and fumbled about
with shaking hands. The knapsack just wasn't there. And then
he knew with a sinking feeling of defeat that it had been
hopeless from the start. Somebody must have found it when
they put on the new roof. Or at least it was gone, the thread
was broken, the key to the door leading to his childhood
paradise was lost, the map that he had hidden and the
compass which has to have shown the way were no longer
there, and it was hopeless and useless to search any more.
Tired and sad he descended the steps and thanked the girl
for her hospitality. She had lost her fear of him and asked
him to stay and meet her parents, but he declined politely.
He had bothered her enough and he was a busy man, he must
get back to town.
The door closed behind him with a bang loudet than he
had intended. Then he walked quickly across the cobbled
yard and through the portal without looking back. He felt old
and tried and yet he walked with firm steps. This was no
longer his home, his world; he was a stranger and a wanderer,
a wayfarer without a knapsack.
A couple of days later he flew back to his home in the
States.

Enok Mortensen is a Lutheran pastor who for more than 40 years served Danish
American congregations. He has taught in Folk High Schools in Denmark and in
the U.S.A. He is an author and has written extensively on subjects relating to the
Danish American scene. His latest book is Schools For Life--A Danish American
Experiment in Adult Education, which was published by the Danish American
Heritage Society. He is a member of the Editorial Support Committee for the
Danish American Heritage Society. He resides in Solvang, California. Nanna
Mortensen is the wife of the author.
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The DANISH AMERICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY was
established in 1977 in order to accomplish the following:

Preserve and promote interest in Danish American traditions.
Collect, evaluate, preserve, and display records (books, pictures,
letters) as well as other artifacts pertaining to the life and culture of
Danish Americans.
Encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities,
and social sciences.
Promote research into the life and culture of Danish Americans
and serve as an agency through which resulting studies might be
shared and published.
Seek public and private grants or funds to further projects
and programs sponsored by the Society.
Keep members aware of events and thoughts from contemporary
Denmark.
Provide a means of communication and education for members
through a quarterly publication.
Serve as a clearinghouse and provide information on all phases of
Danish American life.
Organize local or regional chapters to encourage fellowship and to
share ideas.
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